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“How are you doing, Sang?” Kota asked.
I twisted my head, watching him drive into the parking lot. We were around each other a lot, but it was the first time I’d really been alone with Kota in a while. “I feel ... weird,” I said as honestly as I could. 
Kota chuckled. “Regret that we ran into each other yet?”
My eyes widened. Was he serious? “No, of course not.”
“Just checking.”
I pursed my lips. “Do you regret it?”
He pulled into a spot, throwing the car into park and shut off the engine before turning to me, putting his hand on the seat behind my head. “Kinda wished I had met you sooner,” he said quietly.
His green eyes glinted behind his glasses. My fingers shook against my stomach and my heart did another flip flop. I craved this look from him, but at the same time it was the one where I felt he could see into me, and I was too scared to let him do it for long. I lowered my gaze to avoid his eyes, only to stop short at his mouth and chin.
His hand by my head moved, touching my chin, which was all he needed to do for my eyes to lift and meet his again. He parted his lips as if he wanted to say something, but stopped. This time his eyes lowered down, focusing on my mouth.
I froze, stiffened in the seat. I didn’t know what it would be like for someone to kiss me. I had no idea how to tell when someone wanted to but everything in my being told me Kota wanted to. My mind blanked out. 
A kiss. 
From Kota. 
And I wanted it.
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ONSLAUGHT
If you had asked me last week when my life changed, I might have said it did when I met Kota Lee and he dragged me into the world of the Academy with secret agendas and boys who were handsome, who knew how to infiltrate, spy and rescue and did so on a regular basis. 
Today, if you asked me the same question, I would say it was when my mother told me she wasn’t my mother. 
My name is Sang Sorenson. I was your untypical straight A student who was shy and never had a friend in my life until I met Kota. I had an abusive—I guess I should call her a stepmother—who didn’t want me and a father that was never there and didn’t want me either. The only thing my father asked me before he disappeared back into his double life was to keep my head down and keep an eye on my older half-sister until the end of the school year and to take care of my stepmother if she managed to make it out of the hospital. He left us money and the two story gray house on Sunnyvale Court. Outside of that, we were on our own.
And my sister, Marie, didn’t want me there, either. After I revealed to her what our father had said, she claimed she didn’t need a babysitter and she could handle things herself. 
But I made a promise to my father, and from that to the dead mother whose name I didn’t even know. He had promised her that he would take care of me and I would allow it, for now. I wouldn’t abandon my sister like our parents had abandoned us.
But I also had Kota, Luke, Nathan, Silas, North, Gabriel, Victor, Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green. Nine friends. Nine members to my own secret family. They looked after me and promised to be there for me no matter what.
Except I had a sketchy idea of what family meant, and what they wanted with a girl with such a complicated situation.
I could only wish, with all my heart, that they would stay and not leave me alone. 
They were all I had left to believe in.
♥♥♥ 
I heard the footsteps of a couple of boys in the hallway before they managed to open the door to my bedroom. I could sense it was another hot Saturday for late September through the glare of sunlight assaulting me from the window. For me, who had grown up in Illinois, I was unused to the warmth of southern summer so late in the year. The boys kept telling me I could expect summer days on through November. It seemed impossible but I’d believe it when I felt it.
The footsteps quieted by my door. The handle was twisted, the door had been unlocked. I was under the sheet and thin blanket on my bed, the one Victor bought for me. I could still smell him in the sheets since he’d spent the night with me. He didn’t need to, none of the boys did, but they did it anyway often enough. Marie and I were alone, but we were never really truly alone when the Academy was always watching.
I’d slept in. Seven a.m. was late to sleep in for boys who were usually up and working at dawn. However, Victor kept me up late watching a movie, and I was feeling lazy.
My skin electrified. The boys in my room were being sneaky. I had no clue what they were up to. My fingers clutched the blanket, ready to hold tight to it or push it back and jump up and catch them at whatever they were doing.
The edge of my blanket was collected at the foot of my bed in someone else’s grasp. 
Silence. Either side was waiting for the other to strike first.
My blanket was yanked from my grasp. I raced to pop up and go after whoever it was. 
A spray of ice water smacked me in the face. The edge of a shrill cry caught in my throat but I held it in. Screaming was pointless. 
There was a rush for the door. I caught Nathan and Gabriel dashing out, large Super Soaker guns in their hands. Nathan was shirtless. His muscular, tanned body left me breathless. He wore red sport shorts, and was barefoot. His reddish brown hair was wet, sticking up. 
Gabriel’s leaner frame was also shirtless. He wore camouflage shorts. Two locks of blond hair stuck wet to his cheeks and the rest of his russet brown hair was raked back, hanging behind his ears. White crystal studs hung from each lobe, and three black rings were pierced into his right ear toward the top crest.
Their running, like a roll of thunder, rumbled through the house as the they raced down the front stairs. They threw open the front door and ran outside.
My wakeup call had been delivered.
More footsteps rushed up the backstairs. I jumped up on the bed, moving to the wall next to my door, pressing my back to the frame. I’d gotten hit in the face once and I didn’t have a weapon. I was outmatched for speed and power by all of the guys so it didn’t matter who it was. I hoped I could garner sympathy from my new assailant.
The footsteps padded closer, slowed, and stopped behind the wall.
I peeked out into the hallway.
Luke peeked back in at me. 
His shirt was gone, too. His khaki shorts hung low on his hips. His tapered shoulders were starting to get a little pink from sun. His longish blond hair was sloshed behind his head, tied back with a clip he’d probably borrowed from me. He grinned down at me, his brown eyes brightening.
“About time you got up,” he said. He stepped back, holding out a second Super Soaker gun. Pink. “Look what the Kota fairy got for us.”
I grinned. Kota bought us new toys. I took the pink gun from Luke, holding it in my hands and feeling the weight.
“I’m going to run out the front door,” Luke said. “Head out the back and around the house. I’ll try to get their attention. You do that super silent thing you do and sneak up on them.”
“Okay.” I didn’t know what he was talking about. What super quiet thing? Tiptoeing? 
I raced back to my bookshelf, snatching up a hair clip to twist back my hair quickly to keep it out of my eyes. I checked my clothes, soft gray shorts and a light pink bra cami tank top. I was decent enough for water guns.
I ran down the back steps, listening as Luke did the same on the front steps and headed out the front door. I would have to hurry.
I ran past the side door, flew through the family room and unlocked the back door out onto the screened in back porch. 
The morning greeted me with a wave of thick heat. A basketball was bouncing in the driveway and there was the echo of shuffling tennis shoes meeting the beige concrete. I closed the door behind me, jumping down the brick steps to land on the blue utility carpet.
Silas’s tall, strong frame flew into view, nearly hovering as he stood on his toes over North in the driveway. North might have been a few inches shorter, but with the fierceness in his almost-scary face from his intense eyes and strong, two days unshaven jaw, you’d never know it. 
North clutched the basketball in his hand, avoiding Silas. Kota ran in, his black rimmed glasses sliding down his nose, sweat making the hunter green T-shirt he wore stick to his back. North tossed him the ball. Derrick, a boy from up the road, raced after Kota, trying to block him as Kota aimed for the basket and tried to get off a shot. Derrick was probably the same size as Kota, wearing only a pair of cut off jean shorts that hung low off of his hips, revealing a trace outline of dark boxers underneath. Derrick was deeply tanned from long days spent outdoors all summer. He was a new face, though, as he hadn’t been there all week, when the other boys had. Word must have gotten out that the house was no longer a place to stay away from. 
I was surprised, too, to find Micah and Tom, a couple of twelve-year-old boys, in the backyard, bouncing on top of a large trampoline. The trampoline had been something like a consolation prize from my father before he last left. He never even finished building it but North fixed it up. I hadn’t been on it yet, mostly because I didn’t want to enjoy it. I didn’t like the meaning of it. I didn’t mind the others using it. In fact, I was glad. At least someone liked it.
My stepmom would have had a fit seeing all these boys running around the yard, through the house, and playing with me. 
I ran for the screen door in the porch that led out into the yard. I flung open the door, stepping out into the grass, feeling the heat heavy around me, the water swishing in the gun in my hands.
North stopped in mid-step, glancing over at me and temporarily distracted from his basketball game. He smiled after me, his black hair hanging in his eyes. I gave him a small wave and a wink before dashing off in the opposite direction, heading around the back of the house toward the side yard, taking the longer way around to the front.
I crouched by the bushes surrounding the front porch, glancing over them for Nathan and Gabriel. 
Luke was dashing around the front yard. Nathan was on his heels and after him. They aimed their water guns at each other, spraying the other one down with a fresh blast every few seconds. The front yard was large and bare, with plenty of space for running around. I didn’t have much to block me if I just ran out there. And where was ...
A spritz of cold water caught me in the back. I squealed and without thinking, started to run. I found out where Gabriel was. So much for the surprise attack. 
“Oy, Trouble,” Gabriel called after me, laughing. 
I flew across the yard. My cover was blown. Time for rushing in head first.
I pumped my water gun and aimed for Nathan as he dashed after Luke. I caught him in the back with the spray of my gun. He turned, spotted me and started running. 
I cut across the yard, Gabriel was after me, too, taking a different angle. I ran as hard as I could toward the porch but there wasn’t much point. Both of them were much faster than I was.
Gabriel managed to cut me off before I made it to the steps. I aimed my gun at him as he started to squirt at my chest and stomach. I caught him in the face as I turned again, intending to run back around the house. 
No use. Nathan caught up with me, scooping me up by hooking his arm around my waist and dropped me into a soft tackle to the ground. I landed on my back. He sat square on my hips. I aimed my pink gun at his face as he aimed his orange one at mine.
“Say ‘mercy’,” he warned, his eyebrows shifting above his blue eyes, a wide grin splashed on his face. Droplets of water sashayed down the ripples of his abs. 
“No,” I called out. I pulled the trigger to squirt water at him.
Only I’d forgotten to pump my gun and I got the last of a trickle before the pressure ended.
Nathan made an evil-sounding cackle. “Brave words from a dead girl who forgot to load her gun.” 
He fired. Ice liquid shot at my face. I dropped the gun to hold both hands up at the end of his, blocking the spray. The water still caught me against the neck and around the top of my shirt. 
“No,” I squealed, laughing. “Stop.”
Gabriel came over, standing over my head, his camo shorts dripping on my face. He aimed his gun at me. “You should know better than to put your gun down.” He squirted me in the face with a short shot.
I blocked my head with my arms. The water bit into my skin with a sharp chill. “Holy crow, how is the water so cold?”
“We put ice in it,” Gabriel said, pumping his gun.
Luke flew over me, jumping over my body and aiming his gun at Gabriel and catching him in the side of his head. Gabriel shot off after him. Luke flew over the rail of the front porch, using it as a bunker as he aimed over it at Gabriel and fired. Gabriel crept around the bushes, crouching up the steps. They both shot streams of water at each other before Luke flew back over the rail, landing in the yard to fly across the grass toward the side of the house. Gabriel went after him.
Nathan laughed, aiming the gun back at my face. “Come on, say mercy and I’ll let you up.”
“No,” I squealed, giggling and pushing his gun away, reaching for mine. 
Nathan let go of his gun, holding it in one hand while with his free hand, he snatched up my gun and chucked it a few feet away and out of my reach. “Say it,” he grumbled at me, a playful growl emanating from him.
“No,” I wailed again, now trying to twist my body around, gripping at the ground to claw my way out from under him. He sank his full weight onto my body, pinning me to the ground. A free hand found my face, and he squeezed my cheeks until I made a fish face.
“Sang,” he said, “you’ve got to learn how to admit when you’re outgunned. Now say it.”
“No!” My squeaking mumbled through fish lips. I pushed his gun away, poking him in the ribs, trying to tickle my way out.
He laughed, patting my hands away as if he were swatting away flies. “Doesn’t work on me, sweetheart.”
“Luke!” I cried out.
“Kinda busy,” Luke called back, running past my head. Gabriel jumped over me on his heels. Luke was out in the open, crossing the large front yard and made a U-turn back around, running for a tree in the far corner almost in the neighbor’s yard, to hide behind.
“Say mercy and I’ll let you up,” Nathan said to me. He hooked fingers onto the hem of my shirt, lifting slightly to expose my belly. He aimed the end of the gun there. “Do it.”
“Don’t you dare,” I called out. I had one more plan left, and it was dirty. “Don’t or I’ll do it.”
Nathan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “What?”
“Let me go or I’ll do it.”
Nathan smirked at me, curiosity in his eyes. He pulled the trigger. A stream of ice water caught me square in the stomach.
I wriggled under him, trying to block the spray against my bare skin.. “You asked for it,” I said. “Silas!” I squealed out through my laughing. Part of my shout cut off midway and trailed off and I blamed it on my giddiness, but it was enough to draw the attention of who I wanted.
“You did not,” Nathan said, his hand shot out to cover my mouth, his head jerking up to scan the perimeter.
It was too late. Silas was on the warpath, barreling down after us, aiming right for Nathan. Nathan scrambled to get off of me, aiming his gun at Silas’s broad chest and firing. It didn’t deter him as Silas caught Nathan in a full frontal tackle. Nathan was on his back on the ground. Silas sat on his hips, capturing his wrists and pinning those to the ground with his knees.
I scrambled to get my gun, stepping up behind Silas, my stomach to his back, as I aimed over his shoulder at Nathan’s face.
“Fucking shit,” Nathan said breathlessly. “She even cheats at water guns.”
“Yup,” Silas called out proudly. “Get him, aggele mou.”
I pumped my gun and sprayed down Nathan with a long stream, starting from his stomach and ending at his face. 
Nathan laughed, stretching to try to pull his arms out from under Silas. 
“Thank you, Silas,” I said to him, touching lightly at the back of his neck. 
“Oy, Trouble!” 
It was the only warning I got before Gabriel shot across the yard, aiming his water gun at me. Luke was running behind him, firing, but his gun was out of water.
I laughed, running away from Silas as he was letting Nathan up off the ground. 
“Meanie!” I called after Gabriel as I dashed across the yard, heading toward the driveway, thinking I might be able to cut through the basketball game. Maybe I could use Kota as a shield. Gabriel wouldn’t dare shoot Kota.
I turned around as a gray BMW pulled into the driveway, parking in the middle of it to give room to those playing basketball. A thrill swept over me. Victor had left early to go to do some work for the Academy. I’d thought he was going to be gone all day but was glad that he was back early.
His car also gave me perfect cover.
I ran right for the car, the plan formulating in my mind. Gabriel hollered after me, but I was flying ahead of him. I had a clean head start.
Prompted by a deep instinct telling me that I could, I ran for the front of the car. I jumped, pushing my body up to vault myself over the front. My butt heated against the hood as I slid across. I landed like a cat on my feet on the other side. I crouched, pressing my back against the wheel as I pumped the pink water gun.
The Terminator couldn’t have done it any better. 
The car door opened, followed by footsteps coming around the car. I waited only a moment. Not that I would squirt Victor too much. Just a small spritz to welcome him back.
I caught the shadow coming around the edge of the car, I turned, propping myself up a little as I aimed at a red tie and fired.
And I fell back on my butt, when my gaze met with cool, steel-gray eyes.
I dropped my gun to catch myself with my hands before I fell back too far. The gun clattered to the ground.
Mr. Blackbourne finished stepping around the corner of the car, a brown eyebrow shooting up over the rim of his glasses. The dark suit coat he wore was open, revealing the white shirt, probably Armani or Gucci. A wet splotch of water spread across his chest, center mass. “You should know who you’re aiming at before you fire, Miss Sorenson,” he said, as calmly as if he were explaining a math problem to me.
My heart raced. I just iced down the only person I knew who, with just a look, could send me to my knees. 
“S–s-sorry,” I said, not feeling so confident now.
Mr. Blackbourne stretched out a hand to me, which surprised me enough to make me hesitate. He’d never done that before. I lifted mine, dropping it in his. His smooth, perfect fingers wrapped around mine as he assisted me to a standing position. When I was on my feet, I was inches away from him.
“Remind me to have you trained in gunmanship,” he said. The tight corners of his mouth moving up a millimeter. 
I released the breath I felt I’d been holding that whole time. I didn’t think I wanted to make him angry.
From behind him, the other members of the Academy collected: Silas, Luke, North, Nathan, Kota and Gabriel. North held the basketball to his hip. The others stood by, waiting. Derrick had fallen back, standing under the goal, his arms crossed over his chest.
Mr. Blackbourne’s eyes remained on me as he spoke. “I came over because I tried to reach certain members of my team by phone. Apparently, they’re all ... distracted.” The millimeter smile disappeared as he turned toward the guys. “And I can see why.”
“Sorry,” Kota said. He flicked the sweat from his brow. “I didn’t realize.”
The others murmured similar apologizes.
“We don’t have time for that,” Mr. Blackbourne said, turning toward his car. “Kota, Luke, Nathan, in the car with me. North, Silas, Gabriel, follow. We’ve got work to do.”
“What about Sang?” Gabriel asked, dropping his water gun to the ground. Playtime was over.
“She doesn’t work for me. Let’s go,” Mr. Blackbourne moved around the car again, heading toward the driver’s seat. Was this Mr. Blackbourne’s car that looked identical to Victor’s? Or was he driving Victor’s car? Where was Victor? And why were they all leaving now? 
I bit back the questions. I knew better. Academy business was secret. I wasn’t a part of it.
Kota, Luke and Nathan found their shoes and shirts quickly and raced toward the car. Mr. Blackbourne pulled the car out of the drive as soon as the doors closed and was down the road again.
I collected the dropped water guns and headed toward the garage. Silas and Gabriel were collecting their phones they had left on the ground. North was shuffling a shirt the right way to drop it over his head. “Derrick, do me a favor?”
Derrick had collected the basketball and was taking random shots alone at the goal. “What?”
“Stay with Sang? Until one of us can get back?”
“I’m fine,” I said. I thought I was. My mother wasn’t there with any more crazy punishments for me. My father wasn’t there. There was no one left to do any harm.
“Humor me, Sang Baby.” North eyeballed Derrick. “Please?”
“I guess so. Whatever,” Derrick said, shrugging and looking at me.
North frowned but nodded. He waved to me as he stalked off, following Gabriel and Silas to North’s black Jeep that he had parked at Kota’s house. They rushed over to it, getting in. The Jeep started up and disappeared down the road, too.



THE OTHER FRIENDS
And that was it. They were gone. I stared down the road where I last saw the Jeep disappear around the bend. It was like I was waiting for one for one of them to come back. Just kidding, Sang. Of course, I can stay with you and not leave you alone. One of them. Any of them.
But no. They were really gone. Academy business. 
Derrick bounced the ball around himself, taking a shot at the basket. “They’re always so weird.”
I turned on him, my mouth opened and ready to fly to their defense. My tongue stilled as I got caught up watching as Derrick chased the ball and brought it back, lifting it over his head backward as he ran out of the garage and it swished into the basket overhead. 
“How long have you known them?” It wasn’t a challenge, but genuine curiosity. Derrick lived on this street before me, and he’d known Kota and Nathan at least for a few years. He didn’t flinch when Mr. Blackbourne showed up.
“I don’t know,” Derrick said. “I went to elementary school with half of them until they started going to that private school.” He pushed some of the lower locks of his bowl haircut away from his forehead, stopping the sweat from dripping into his eyes. 
“They’re pretty nice,” I said
“Uh huh. Nice. Too nice. That’s how they get you. They want you to hang out. They ask you to come over and help with a small favor. The next thing you know it’s a big favor.”
Kota had told me once they’d tried to bring in another member into the team. “Did they try to ... to ...?”
“To recruit me?” Derrick smirked, holding the ball at his hip. “Yes.” 
“And you didn’t want to join,” I said.
“No,” he said. “I didn’t want to work that hard. That’s all they do. You’ve just seen it. It’s an early Saturday morning. They’re off to do something. They’re always working. It’s been like that since we were little. Maybe it’s swiping Gabriel’s dad’s booze so he wouldn’t drink that night. Or taking the grade book from the teacher’s desk to change up the numbers when a teacher was unforgiving to some poor kid who was out sick the week before. Maybe it’s stealing apples from the school cafeteria for the diabetic twins who were starving. They were always doing something then, and they’re always up to something now.”
“They did that? They stole?” I stepped a little closer to him. I wanted to make sure I caught every word. 
“Luke did,” he said. “Luke could steal the pencil from your closed hand and be out the door before you knew it was gone. The others helped him. They started that in kindergarten. Only back then, Victor gave them the plan, and Kota was the lookout. Gabriel distracted the teachers while Luke swooped in and stole. Nathan covered their tracks.”
“That was before they went to the private school?”
“The Academy? Yeah. That was before. Just the five of them. Then that Mr. Blackbourne caught them breaking into the principal’s office one day and that was it. The next week they were all out of public school.” He dropped the basketball, letting it roll toward the garage. “Want to go jump on the trampoline?”
I didn’t really. I wanted to ask more about the boys. Could they be thieves? Is that what they were now? Mr. Blackbourne, who couldn’t have been much older than them at the time, swooped in and took them out of school. The Academy got kids to steal for them? It didn’t seem likely but Derrick appeared to be convinced. 
Prodding him for more information felt rude. I nodded slowly, following him around the corner of the back of the house, beyond the screened in porch. Micah and Tom sat together on the trampoline talking to themselves.
Micah turned his head to us, his blond hair cut evenly around his head at his shoulders. “What?”
“What do you mean what?” Derrick said. “We want a turn.”
“I’m tired. I don’t want to move,” Micah complained, laying back on the black mat of the trampoline.
“Then get off and let us go.” Derrick climbed up on the metal bar frame, hoisting himself up until he stumbled out onto the mat. He tested the springs, bouncing low and moving across to where Micah laid. He curled up, protecting himself by covering his head with his arms as Derrick jumped, bouncing hard next to him.
“Stop,” Micah grumbled.
“You getting on?” Tom asked me. His thin, deeply tanned body shone with sweat. Short, curly locks of hair stuck against his head. He was small for his age, like Micah. I could have mistaken them for being eight or nine instead of twelve if I didn’t know better.
“I guess so,” I said, eyeballing the metal. I was wondering if it was hot to touch.
“Come on,” Derrick said. He bounce-walked back in my direction, holding a hand out. I reached out to him. Derrick used both hands to grip mine. I put a foot on the bar and he hoisted me up. 
I hovered on the black mat, warmed by the morning sun. I walked unstable toward the middle, keeping my distance from the others so I wouldn’t hurt them. 
Tom got up, launching his body into the air and slamming down against the mat. It was a chain reaction. I started bouncing, slowly and unstable enough that I thought I would fall. I thought the only way to stay upright was to keep bouncing on my feet. Derrick started bouncing harder. 
Micah groaned, picking himself up. Soon we were moving in a circle, facing off. Bouncing around. 
“Back up for a minute,” Derrick said, holding his hand up toward me but talking to all of us. “I want to try something.”
I moved to the edge of the mat, falling to my knees, putting my hands down to hold myself up. Tom fell next to me, grinning and his breath heavy. I smiled. I liked Tom. 
Micah jumped in the way a few times until Derrick barked at him to stop. He fell on his butt on the other side. “Hurry up,” he said.
Derrick bounced hard in the middle a few times, getting higher. I wondered if he was just trying to test out how high he could bounce. I gripped the edge of the mat to not roll into the middle.
Derrick dropped down hard onto the trampoline, launched himself in the air and did a full frontal flip, landing on his knees.
“Yay!” I called out and my voice squeaked a little. I was fully impressed and somewhat jealous. 
Tom put fingers in his mouth to whistle, and scrambled to his feet, bounding. “Let me do it.”
Derrick backed off to another side of the trampoline and Tom bounced, though he couldn’t get as high up as Derrick. Tom launched himself, started to twist but stopped halfway, landing on his side.
We all giggled at him.
“You have to keep going,” Derrick said.
“I wasn’t going to make it,” Tom said, getting back up on his feet. “I was going to land on my neck.”
“I want to try,” I said. 
“You can’t do it,” Micah said. “You’ll break something.”
“Will you shut up and let her try?” Derrick asked. “It’s her trampoline.”
Micah made a face, and grumbled something I couldn’t hear.
I stepped up, unsure of how to proceed. “How did you do it?” I asked Derrick.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Just bounce really hard and do a tumble roll or something.”
I sucked in some bravery from the air, thinking of the time Silas and North and the others took turns flipping me in Nathan’s pool. It was much easier to flip when Silas was pushing on my feet to get me started. 
I moved to the middle of the mat, my knees shaking thanks to the unstableness. I started bouncing, putting my weight into it to try to get higher. I wasn’t sure how high I had to be to try to flip.
“Just try to get around until you can get back on your knees,” Derrick suggested. “If you get scared, try to land on your butt.”
I bounced higher, sucked in a breath, squealed and pushed my front forward on an upward jump, curling into a ball. I broke out when I felt myself going down. I landed on my knees, skidding on the left one a little. It was a messy front flip. I bounced sideways, in a ricochet, ending up on my back. 
Derrick and Tom laughed. Micah rolled his eyes.
“That’s hard,” I said, sprawled out on my back.
Micah did, too, looking up at the sky. 
Derrick and Tom started bouncing softer around us.
“What do we do now?” Tom asked.
Tom was making me nervous as he was jumping too close to the edge where the springs were. “Tom,” I called to him. “Be careful.”
He grunted, jumping harder as if to show me he could handle it, but a colliding ripple sent him flying backward into Derrick. Derrick crashed hard against the rim of the trampoline, and spilled over the edge, landing on the ground.
“Crap,” Tom called out, turning around and leaning over the edge. “Sorry.”
I scrambled to the edge of the trampoline. Derrick was sprawled on his back on the ground, with his hand on his forehead, his eyes squinted shut, and he laughing.
“Derrick?” I asked in a quiet voice. “Are you okay?”
“I think I broke my head.” He moved his hand to reveal a cut close to his hairline. It didn’t look deep but his blood dripped against his forehead.
I leapt off of the trampoline, kneeling next to him. My heart raced in panic. What was I supposed to do? “Did you hit it hard?” I didn’t know what to ask. Should I call for help? I wondered if I could call Dr. Green.
Derrick laughed, sitting up. “No. I just grazed it.”
“Let’s go inside. We can bandage it up.” I stood, backing away. I thought about offering him a hand to stand up but my body wasn’t willing to do this. With the guys, I was only starting to get used to touching. Other people were still off limits to me. 
I was shocked that Derrick was hurt and it felt like partially my fault. I owned the trampoline so I was responsible. 
Derrick followed me to the house, with Tom and Micah trailing behind. I led the way through the back door and into the family room. My stomach twisted when I realized I was inviting more guys into the house. I felt myself blushing, gazing at the red-orange sofa, the single small television on top of a coffee table, and a desk and computer in the corner. Spartan was how the Sorenson house functioned.
“Redecorating?” Micah asked.
I raised an eyebrow at him, confused. “What do you mean?” 
“Shut up, Micah,” Derrick said. He turned to me. “Can we sit on the couch?”
“Yeah, of course,” I said. Hardly anyone did. I couldn’t remember the last time I vacuumed the thing and was hoping it wasn’t too stale.
I flicked the switch to start up the ceiling fans and disappeared into the kitchen. 
Marie, my sister, looked groggy still from just waking up. Her brown hair was tied back into a messy bun and the shorts and t-shirt she wore were a little wrinkled. She’d been sleeping in until well into the afternoon lately and I was surprised to see her up. 
She looked longingly into the pantry. “We need more food,” she said. She closed the door and turned to me. “You should call him.”
“His number’s over there,” I motioned to the house phone. There was an index card with phone numbers jotted down sitting next to it. “Just call.”
“You call,” she said. 
I rolled my eyes. Maybe this was why our father wanted me to stay. Marie would rather starve than talk to him right now. I really couldn’t blame her. I’d been reluctant to call, too. I didn’t want to hear his voice. I was still too angry.
And I was afraid to hear any news about my stepmother. I was afraid to learn if she’d come home soon. 
I found the medical kit and tucked it under my arm. I opened the fridge to collect bottles of water and carried them with me back to the family room. Derrick was on his back on the floor. Tom was on the couch next to Micah. Tom found the remote and surfed through channels. I handed off bottles of water to them.
“You don’t have an Xbox?” Tom asked, and opened the water.
“Girls don’t play Xbox,” Micah said.
Derrick shot him a look. “Will you cut it out? You’re in her house.” He touched his forehead, covering the area that was bleeding. 
I knelt next to him. The blood trickled across his scalp.
“What’s wrong with him?” Marie asked from the kitchen. She half hid herself behind the archway wall, looking in after us.
“Cut his head,” I said. I took out the peroxide and started the process of cleaning and covering.
Derrick’s eyes flitted to Marie curiously. His cheeks tinted. I wondered if he was embarrassed that he’d gotten hurt in front of a couple of girls. He didn’t seem this embarrassed when I first saw his cut.
Marie exposed more of herself, putting her arms over her stomach and watching. It caught me off guard. She hadn’t come out much when the other guys were around.
I touched a cotton ball to Derrick’s head and he seethed. “Ouch. I’ll do it.”
I relinquished the materials to him, but I helped apply the bandage since he couldn’t see his own cut. “Why were you laughing when you got hurt?” I asked.
“Would rather laugh than cry,” he said.
I thought it was a good point. I wondered if I could manage to get myself to laugh next time I was hurt. Was it possible? It didn’t seem like a natural reaction.
“It’s just like last week,” Tom said. “He almost broke his arm trying to climb on top of that barn in the middle of the woods. He was lucky I was nearby and heard him signal.”
“Signal?” I asked. “What’s the signal?”
Tom opened his mouth to reply but Micah punched him in the arm. “Don’t tell her. She’ll tell those freaks and then they’ll know, too.”
Derrick rolled his eyes. “She’s not really with them. I mean, she’s not ...” he looked at me. 
I understood what he meant, but at the same time I blanched and tilted my head back in surprise that he said it. I wasn’t part of the secret Academy, so he was trying to say because of that reason, I could be trusted to know their secret signal. What hurt was that he noticed something about me that I worried about. I was friends with the Academy guys, but I really wasn’t a part of it. Outsider. 
“We’re just friends,” I said “But I mean, we’re friends too, aren’t we? But if you don’t want me to tell them the signal, then I won’t. What’s it for?”
“It’s just an emergency call,” Derrick said. “We made it so if one of us got lost in the back woods or ended up hurt somewhere, you could call and we would hear it. You know, without the others knowing and calling in Kota or Nathan. They’d ride us about going off alone or treat us like we’re idiots.”
“They probably don’t mean to do that,” I said.
“They still do it,” Micah said. “So don’t tell them we have one. And we’ll know who it is if you tell because we haven’t told anyone for a couple of years now.”
“Well tell me,” I said. “If I hear it, I’ll come for you.”
Micah twisted his lips, unsure.
“It sounds like this,” Tom said. He put a hand to his mouth as if using it as a megaphone and made a call that sounded like a mix between a pig’s squeal and a crow. “Suuweeee!” 
I tried to duplicate the sound. Derrick repeated it, and I mimicked again.
“Good,” Derrick said. “You’ve got it. Now don’t tell the other guys.”
A secret from the Academy? It made some sense. Not all emergencies required Academy students running to the rescue. I also liked the idea of having my own secret that wasn’t so important. I was kind of glad Derrick and the others thought they could trust me with it. They didn’t even question the idea of me possibly helping. Not that I knew my way around the woods, but I could at least follow a signal and my sense of direction was pretty good.
“So it’s only for emergencies?” I asked.
Derrick shrugged. “Sometimes it’s because I’ve been looking for these two and don’t want to walk all over the place to find them.”
“You need cell phones.” I grinned. A tickling in the back of my brain caught me. “Speaking of which, I should grab mine before the Academy cavalry comes back after me for not answering.”
Derrick laughed. 
Micah groaned. “See? She is mixed with them.”
I ran up the stairs for my cell phone, which was in the bed. I loitered in the doorway of my bedroom. I could almost smell the boys’ scents still lingering in the air. It was tempting to disappear into the attic space, where the secret platform held a bean bag chair and their pictures. For the moment, I was really alone, the first time in a week.
A rush of questions threatened to overwhelm me. They were all the questions I kept in the back of my mind when the boys were around and distracting. What would happen if my mother returned? Would she demand my dad take me then? Would my dad say no? If my parents didn’t want me, and Kota didn’t want me to join the Academy, where else could I go?
I’d have to find my own way, with or without the Academy. 



BACK TO WORK
At four a.m. the next Monday, I was jolted awake by another nightmare. I sat up with my heart thundering, feeling Nathan shifting beside me. He half moaned and turned away, drawing up the covers and falling into a deeper sleep.
I eased myself out of the bed, trying not to wake him. I rubbed my hands over my face, to get rid of the images that still haunted my brain. I stifled a groan, realizing North had asked me to call him whenever I had dreams like this. I found my phone in the dark and tiptoed out of the bedroom.
I slipped downstairs in order to be quiet. I parked myself in the family room, sitting on the orange couch. My heart rattled still at the images flashing across my mind. My fingers hovered over the phone, hesitating. It was so early. I wondered about simply waiting until later in the morning or at school. 
Part of me knew if I waited, North would be hurt since I’d promised to call when it happened. I sucked in some bravery and pushed North’s app, finding the black button to call him.
North answered on the first ring. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know it’s early.”
“I was up,” he said, his voice gruff and I wondered if what he said was true. “What’s going on?”
“I ... there was another dream.”
North’s end of the line sounded like he was yawning. “Tell me about it.”
I told him about twisting tornadoes of fire swirling over an open sea and how the tides came up and washed out nearly everything. I’d been helping to drag dead bodies to the beach, setting them on fire because there were simply too many to bury.
“Did you know where you were?” he asked. “Where was this beach?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t know the people, either. I was just trying to help and didn’t feel ...”
“You were overwhelmed?”
The truth struck me. How did he sum up my feelings so well? “Yes.”
“Things will be okay, Sang Baby. We’ve got to take it one step at a time.”
“It’s just a dream,” I said.
“Dreams can sometimes be what you’re worried about, just painted into a different picture.” 
“So you’re saying they mean something?”
“From what you’ve told me about your dreams, it’s like your way of playing out feelings in the worst ways possible. You know you’ve told me about a dream nearly every night for the past week?”
“Sorry.”
“Baby, do you want me to come over?”
I’d already woken him. I didn’t want him to have to drive, too. “No, it’s okay. Nathan’s already over here.”
“I don’t really give a fuck if Nathan’s there. If you want me to come by, I’ll do it.”
The thought was tempting, but I didn’t want to put him out. “It’s okay. I mean I’ll see you in a couple hours at school, right?”
North huffed into the phone. “Sang...”
“Yeah?”
Pause. “Never mind. Yeah. I’ll see you at school.”
When he hung up, I stayed on the couch, staring at the phone and wondering if maybe he wasn’t just feeling lonely and I’d made a mistake by being so nonchalant about him coming over.
At seven am, I squatted inside the attic space in my room, staring into a custom made wardrobe and trying to read Gabriel’s mind as to which skirt went with which blouse. 
Nathan was hunched in the attic doorway nearby. “Just pick something.”
I grumbled, pulling out a sporty cotton skirt in a dark blue and a light gray cotton blouse. They were the most comfortable looking things, and on a personal level, that was all I really wanted. Gabriel might have a conniption, but it looked okay to wear to me. Since I’d been gone for so long with the startling revelation from my parents and from my father being gone, I would probably be noticed. I didn’t want to stand out so much on my first day back by wearing some of the nicer things he’d bought.
I crawled out of the attic. Nathan was already dressed, wearing the uniform still required by the principal for Academy students, with dark pants and the formal white dress shirt unbuttoned all the way to reveal his white undershirt. The blazer was a dark blue and had a patch with wings and keys and a hidden heart. I hated that they had to wear the things, but the patch made me smile when I saw it. I secretly enjoyed that Gabriel kept the hidden heart in the design.
I changed quickly in the bathroom. When I was done, Nathan wasn’t in my room, and neither was my book bag or my violin case. I pulled some sandals on and rushed down the stairs to look for him. 
Nathan was in the kitchen, sticking his head into the fridge. Marie waited behind him. My heart stopped. I knew she knew they’d been spending the night and so far she hadn’t said anything. I’d been too angry with my parents leaving that I didn’t consider that she might be uncomfortable with having them around. We hadn’t talked much since our father left. I wasn’t really sure how to approach her.
Nathan pulled back with four Starbucks coffee bottles in his hands. 
I blinked after Nathan. “Where’d we get those?” 
“I brought them from my house yesterday.” He passed one off to Marie. “Kota’s going to be here in a second with the car. “Do you want a ride to school?”
A ride? We were riding to school in Kota’s car? When was he going to tell me? And now he was asking Marie? 
Marie shook her head, twisting the cap off of the coffee. “Danielle’s new boyfriend has a car. I’m going to wait at her house and he’s going to give us a ride.” She turned to me. “She’s going to spend the night here this weekend.”
My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Okay?” Was she asking? Or was she informing? I wasn’t too sure I liked the idea of Danielle knowing our parents were gone, but what could I say to that when Nathan had spent the night yesterday?
Nathan frowned but said nothing. He handed off the rest of the coffees to me, picked up my things and his own book bag and nudged me toward the door. “We’re going,” he said. “See you later.”
Marie sipped her coffee and ran back upstairs.
We went out in the garage and walked toward the driveway. Nathan nudged my hand with his. “You shouldn’t let Marie have Danielle over.”
“What? Why? You stay the night. How could I ask her not to have her own friend over?”
“I don’t think I like the idea,” he said. “If word gets around that your parents are gone, and if Marie really wanted to, she could start throwing parties, or Danielle would bully Marie to do it.”
I hadn’t thought of that. It would be insane to try to throw a party now. “But I’m not in charge. What could I say to her?”
Kota’s old model sedan pulled into the driveway. Nathan ran around the car and opened the front passenger side door, eyeballing me expectantly. I sucked in a breath at the unnecessary niceness but said thank you as I got in. 
I handed a coffee over to Kota as Nathan was getting in. Kota grinned at me, taking it and snapping the top. He took a long, slow sip. His lips squelched after. “It’s too sweet.”
“She likes them,” Nathan said, reaching for one.
“It’s baby coffee,” Kota said. “It’s probably more a sugar rush than a caffeine buzz she’s getting.”
“Have to work her up to the other stuff.” 
Kota put the car into reverse and started down the road. He picked up his phone as he headed out of Sunnyvale Court, punching at an icon and putting the phone to his face. “Victor? Just checking in. Haven’t heard from you. Yeah, I’ve got Sang and Nathan. We’re riding in today.”
“Hi, Victor,” I said.
“And Sang says hi,” Kota repeated. “No. You’ll see her in a second.” He hung up and smiled at me. “Victor says hi.”
“Didn’t even bother to say hi to me,” Nathan said, following with a sarcastic huff.
When we got to school, the other guys were already there, clustered around a couple of the benches in the center courtyard. I felt edgy, and wanted to stand. Part of it was the coffee that rattled through my empty stomach like a Mexican jumping bean in a tin can. Mostly I was nervous about being back after having spent so much time away, and feeling like so much had happened. While there was a school holiday taking Thursday and Friday off last week, having been gone the entire week made it feel like a lifetime.
There was a faux sense inside me that students were watching, and they all knew. There’s Sang, the girl with a dead mother and parents who didn’t want her. 
Gabriel was chatting with Kota. After a few moments, he spotted me. His eyebrows furrowed, and he shoved his fingers through a lock of blond hair, mixing it with the russet brown. “Oy,” he said. He curled his fingers at me, and patted the spot next to him, scooting over. “Come sit.”
I didn’t have the heart to tell him I felt like standing. I wedged myself onto the corner of the seat. My thigh pinched up against his.
He sat back, planting a hand on the bench right behind my butt. “I give you all those nice new clothes, and you’re fucking them up.” He tugged at the sleeve of the gray top. “You have to wear something brighter with that skirt. Now you’re just too dull.”
“I just wanted something comfortable,” I said.
“What’s not comfortable? Name something you have that isn’t comfortable and I’ll throw it out.” He studied my face. “Trouble, look at me, sweetie.”
I had thought I was looking at him, but I realized I was staring at the collar of his white shirt and at the red tie, not looking at his face. I met his crystal blue eyes. My insides quivered enough that it rattled my arm against his.
“Whoa,” he said. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Sang, you’re shaking.”
“She always does that,” Silas said. He smiled from across the courtyard, winking at me with those dark brown eyes. 
“It’s the coffee,” Nathan said. “She hasn’t eaten anything else.”
“Here,” Luke said. He shuffled into his book bag, pulling out a couple of beef jerky sticks.
Gabriel caught the sticks one handed in the air. He bit down on the edge with his teeth into the plastic to open it and handed me the first one. “Here.”
Heat ran over my face, but I did as I was told. I still felt shaky, but at least there was something in my stomach.
The bell rang. Gabriel pouted. “Never enough time.” He gave me a quick little side hug before heading off to class.
I fell in line with North and Luke heading to homeroom. They were talking about the diner. I put my head on the desk, just so I wasn’t in the way of their conversation.
Mr. Ferguson mumbled the last of the names out for roll call. There was a buzzer on the intercom and a voice erupted from the speaker. “Mr. Ferguson, is ... Sang Sorenson in there?”
My head shot up off my desk. Luke sat up, gazing at me with his lips parted. A hand brushed at my back and I knew North was just as awake and paying attention.
Mr. Ferguson held the button below the intercom. “Yes, she’s here.”
“Have her come up to the office, please. Thank you.”
My mind flew into a frenzy. They knew about my parents. I’m an abandoned kid. They were going to cart Marie and I off to some shelter or something worse. My heart thundered in my chest. I really didn’t need this on my first day back.
“Leave your stuff,” Luke said. “I’ll take it to class.”
I nodded, releasing my book bag and the violin case to him. When I was standing, North’s eyes met mine and it looked like he was asking me if he should go along, too. I didn’t know how that would work so I drifted my hand in the air in a motion to suggest that he should stay. “Probably nothing,” I muttered to him. 
I wished I felt that was true. 
I walked alone through the empty hallways. My sandals echoed against the tile. I smoothed out the dark blue skirt I was wearing, trying to push the hem down to ensure I was well within regulation. I tried to tell myself this had to be something trivial, like paperwork I forgot to get my parents to sign. Maybe I dropped something and it was being returned. 
I entered the waiting room for the main office and the secretary asked me to have a seat. I felt flustered, wondering why they had asked me to come up if they were busy. I sat in one of the burnt orange chairs that almost matched the worn carpet. There was a buzz of movement, and paper shuffling, and phones ringing behind the half wall that separated the waiting room from the secretary’s desk.
The bell rang for class change. I swallowed. Kota and Gabriel would know I was called up. Luke was stuck carrying my things to class. Would I make it back in time to grab my things before the next class started? 
I touched at the phone I carried in my bra as if to reassure myself it was there. I was tempted to ring up Mr. Blackbourne or Dr. Green and let them know I was uncomfortable, but I thought if it turned out to be some menial paperwork that it would be stupid to bug them. 
Principal Hendricks’s hulky figure appeared in the opening to the hallway. His piercing gaze settled on me. “Miss Sang? Would you follow me?” 
My mouth parted. I leapt up, intending to reach in for my phone but another administrator emerged from the front door, and I had to hurry to catch up with Principal Hendricks. 
Hendricks waited for me inside the hallway. He allowed me to walk ahead of him, nudging me forward. There wasn’t a chance to grab the phone without him seeing I was trying to call for help. I regretted waiting so long.
The hallway to the principal’s office was quiet, with a lot of closed doors. Vice-Principal McCoy’s office door was closed, the light off. Maybe he was taking the day off. That was a relief. One was bad enough without the other.
The Principal left the door open as he walked over to his desk, sitting in the burgundy, oversized office chair. “Will you have a seat?”
I sat down in the smaller chair in front of his desk. I glanced around the room, noting the position of the vents and shadowed areas. I knew there were cameras watching Mr. McCoy’s office. Were there some in the principal's office? Could Mr. Blackbourne be watching now?
I sucked in a breath, holding it and waiting for what I was sure would be a detention or worse. I wouldn’t get called down to the principal’s office for paperwork.
Hendricks steepled his fingers under his chin. “Don’t look so scared. I just have a few questions. You’re not in any trouble.”
I sought relief in this but I felt there was a stipulation to the not being in trouble part.
“I noticed you didn’t make it to class last week. Is everything okay?”
My eyes widened. Did he know? I wasn’t sure if anyone, maybe Mr. Blackbourne, or my father, called about it. “I suppose so,” I said, trying to be very vague. I swallowed back some of my trembling. “I’m fine, sir.”
“Was it Academy recruiting week?” he asked. His dark eyes focused on me. “Did you have some special tests to take? Or a series of interviews?”
My mouth popped open, surprised by his proposed idea. “Academy recruiting?”
His thick eyebrows shot up. “Mr. Blackbourne entered your schedule into the school computer. I thought he was only doing that for his own students. When I checked your transcripts, the records show your previous schools. You’re not from the Academy. Not yet at least.” He sat back in his chair, crossing his legs at the ankles, planting his elbows on the rests. “Mr. Blackbourne hasn’t picked up a student for the entire year, except you. I just wondered if they were talking to you about joining them. Maybe they’re promising you some sort of scholarship if you help them? I’m curious.”
I shook my head. I wasn’t sure how to reply. Would honesty work or should I refer him to Mr. Blackbourne? “I’ve never been to the Academy. I couldn’t tell you anything about it.”
He rubbed a finger under his chin as if considering. “Still, you are the only one they’ve taken any interest in.”
I wasn’t sure how to respond to this. There wasn’t a question. My mind was flying with what I should have said. Should I let him assume they are trying to recruit me? My fingers itched to touch the phone, but it was awkward. My phone was in the cup of my bra, hidden but using it now would be too obvious. I wished I’d let North or Luke follow me now.
His crocodile smile returned. “This is probably a good thing. I don’t know what you’ve heard about this Academy,” he said. “What have the boys told you about it?”
“It’s just a private school,” I said.
“Did you know they don’t allow visitors? Did you know the location of the school is unknown? Are you sure you want to trust a group of students like that?”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s full of secrets, Miss Sang. The only reason to keep secrets is to hide something you’re doing wrong. What goes on there? Why are they so closed-lipped about it? Wouldn’t a school full of very intelligent students want to be known for their genius and caliber?”
“I don’t know,” I said quietly, my eyes casting to his desk rather than look at him. While his questions did give me something to think about, he made it seem like they were bad. They weren't. They helped people. They helped me.
They were always doing something then, and they’re always up to something now.
They were thieves, once. Derrick had said so. Could their seemingly good deeds actually be a ruse for something bigger? What could a poor school, one that couldn’t afford new books for the library, offer if they were looking to steal something? 
“I wanted to know if you could help me out, Miss Sang. I’m a busy person and I can’t always keep tabs on everyone. I was wondering if you couldn’t keep your eyes open for me. Maybe find out what these so called gifted students are really up to.”
“Me? Why?” 
“You’re a smart girl,” he said, “taking all those AP classes. I think I can trust you. This Academy, you have to admit, is dangerous. I’ve seen their fighting, and it resembles training I saw in the military. The school board has demanded they be here so my hands are tied. They’re not interested in hearing about secret school locations and military training. You, however, might be able to learn something more interesting so that they’ll reconsider.”
I frowned. I knew he didn’t like them and didn’t want them. He expected me to help get rid of them? “What do you want from me?”
“It’s very simple,” he said. “Find out why they’re here. What interest do they have? You can’t tell me they’re here out of the kindness of their hearts. No one does that. Blackbourne and Green are barely out of high school themselves. They’re not being paid to be here. Why would they stay? Something’s not right. Don’t you agree?”
Again, I didn’t know how to answer him. While I agreed that I was curious about what was going on, I was pretty sure his ideas were incorrect and the boys weren’t dangerous. Maybe he wasn’t so far off about there being another agenda though. Were they really here because the school board asked them a favor? Maybe I’d been thinking about this the wrong way. Favors were returned. What could the school board have that Kota and the others would want?
“I think we can help each other,” he continued. “Those AP classes can be tough on a new student. I’m sure I can assist you with your education.”
I inched my head back at the bribery. “I think I can handle it.”
“I can make it easier,” he leaned in on his chair, sloping over his desk a little and lowering his voice. “Or perhaps you may find those AP classes a little harder than you thought?”
The question hung in the air and the meaning behind it was written all over his face. Tell him about Academy or he’d make sure I couldn’t keep up. It could get worse as well. He could request to see my parents, or give me detentions for the rest of the year if he wanted. What Mr. Hendricks didn’t know was that I was the last person that needed this kind of attention, and if he did know, I had no doubt he’d use it to his advantage.
“Think about it,” he said, leaning back again and putting on that wicked smile. “But I’m sure you will keep your eyes open for me, won’t you? Just tell me where the school is. Tell me anything that you find out. I can figure it out if you give me some place to start.” 
My heart thundered but I steeled my body against a shiver, sharing eye contact but not replying. His threat made me curious. If he thought I wanted in the Academy, why was he using me to spy on them? Maybe that’s why he focused on the school classes and my grades. Maybe he thinks if I had poor grades, it was possible an elite Academy wouldn’t want someone like me. If I didn’t help him figure out what the Academy was or help him try to get the boys out of his school, he’d make sure I couldn’t join them.
He stood up, motioning to the door. “I’ll call on you again, Miss Sang. I hope I don’t have to tell you to keep this to yourself?”
What could I do? He had to be insane to believe I wouldn’t contact Mr. Blackbourne about this the first chance I got. What if I saw something else and neglected to report it? Not that I would, but it still meant Mr. Hendricks could do something to my grades. Next year, the boys would be back at their Academy and where would I be?
I released a slow puff of air, standing and keeping my eyes focused on the floor. I didn’t want to confirm or deny anything he had said. I stepped quietly past him and out into the hallway, hugging my arms around myself.
“Have a good day,” he said. He closed the door behind me.
I shook in my sandals in the empty hallway, remaining for a moment as I contemplated whether I should find Mr. Blackbourne or go back to class to find Kota.
Mr. McCoy materialized at the other end of the otherwise empty hallway, strolling toward his office. His thick mustache twitched. His dark brown suit seemed tight on his body. My skin crawled at the sight of him and I ducked my head to attempt to brush past without speaking to him. 
His head lifted as we got close. “Sang Sorenson,” Mr. McCoy snapped his arm out until his palm was pressed to the wall and blocking my path. “What are you doing out of class?”
“Principal Hendricks asked for me,” I said quietly, focusing on an office door nearby to avoid getting a close up look at his face. “But I’ve been dismissed.”
“In trouble,” he said. He made a clicking noise with his mouth.
“No, it wasn’t that.” 
“You’re not a very good liar,” he said. 
The arm that was on the wall slid down, wrapping around my waist. His fingers curled at my hip and gripped tightly. 
I winced, tears catching in the corners of my eyes. My mind went blank. I crossed my arms over my chest, afraid to move, afraid to breathe. His fingers felt like they were burning right through my skirt, scarring my bare skin. Let me go, I pleaded silently as my voice refused to work. 
He leaned in until I could smell the mix of salt and grease of whatever he had for breakfast that morning. “I’m watching you,” he said. He squeezed at my hip. I twisted my face away, stuffing my hand to my mouth to avoid crying out. “I’m watching those boys, too. I know how they touch you. If I see one indecent act transpire between you, you’ll be in my office faster than you can blink.” He let go, and stomped down the hallway toward his office. He unlocked it, stepped inside and shut the door behind himself.
I leaned against the wall, gasping, trying to collect myself. My hip ached where he had gripped me. I was sure there would be bruises. I shivered. I needed the boys. Kota. Luke. Victor. Where were they? Could I tell them? No, I couldn’t say anything. I had to though. What would I say? My mind whirled and I moved forward without thinking. I collected a pass from the front desk. With a stiff face, I walked the lonely hallways again toward class.



REACTION
I walked into the trailer of English class. Before I entered, I drew in another breath, wiping my face to make sure there weren’t tears in my eyes. I wanted to look cool and collected.
Inside I was falling apart. Principal Hendricks had set me up. Mr. McCoy had knocked me over.
I opened the door to class, and sensed the eyes of everyone falling on me. I knew it was going to happen but I still flinched and my cheeks heated. The heaviest gazes were from Kota, Luke and Gabriel. I felt their silent communication asking a million questions of me before I had a chance to move. 
I dropped my head low and swept past the teacher, handing her my office note and quietly padding over to my seat. My attempt at composure was collapsing at sensing the boys so close.
Ms. Johnson continued to give her lecture on the current reading material. I fell into my seat, my lips pursed. The boys’ eyes burned on me but I couldn’t look at them. If I looked at them, I knew I would cry or something and I couldn’t do that in class.
“Sang,” Kota whispered, the command unspoken in his single calling of my name, both soothing and demanding. 
Out of instinct, I looked up, catching his eyes. 
It was all he needed.
Kota jumped up from his seat, addressing the teacher. “Ms. Johnson, I’m sorry to interrupt but Sang isn’t feeling well. May I take her to the nurse?”
Ms. Johnson opened her mouth as if she was going to deny this. I had just gotten into class after all. One look at me, however, and her face softened. She nodded to him. “Go on.”
I hated and loved Kota in that moment. I was embarrassed enough already and had intended to wait until after class to talk to them. A classroom of curious eyes focused on me again. Ms. Johnson did her best to redirect the attention to her by speaking a little louder and asking the class questions about the material. Kota collected my things along with his and waited for me to lead the way out of the room. His hand waved behind his back and I knew it was directed to Luke and Gabriel. Stay here. I’ll take care of her.
When we were outside the trailer, Kota took my hand and he moved quickly toward the building. I had to jog to keep up. Was he really taking me to the nurse?
He led the way without speaking to me, his green eyes darkening behind his glasses. He stopped at a restroom in an area of the school that was a good distance from classrooms. He popped his head into the boys’ restroom, scanned it and pulled me inside. 
I leaned against the wall, my fingertips covering the base of my throat and ready to run out if someone caught us. 
He dropped our things on the floor and checked the stalls. When he confirmed we were alone, he rushed back to the door, flipping the lock.
My heart was pounding not just from what happened that morning but with how quickly Kota was working and the pained look in his face. He guided me by my arm to the sink counters. He pointed to the surface. “Sit.”
I shivered but obeyed, easing myself onto the counter until my feet dangled. Kota the boss.
He placed a palm on the counter on either side of my legs and leaned a little until his face was inches from mine. The red tie he wore swung out from his faux uniform, touching against my bare knees. “What happened?”
His eyes bore into me, and it was the final touch to get my eyes welling and my lips blathering. “Hendricks ...” I choked out. My body rattled so hard that my voice shook, too. I didn’t mean to be so sensitive, but after dealing with my parents, school trouble was something I wasn’t ready for.
He let out a breath and said something that I almost thought was a swear. His arms encircled me. I buried my face into his shoulder, my tears wetting his shirt. He pressed a hand against the back of my head, brushing against my hair. “Don’t cry. Please. Just tell me what happened. I’ll fix it. I promise. I swear.”
I breathed in deeply, inhaling the scent of his spicy cologne. With that and the words he whispered over and over in my ears, I was feeling better. “Hendricks knows I’m not from the Academy, but he thinks you’re trying to recruit me. He wants me to ... to tell him things about you. About all of you. He wants to know where the Academy is and find a way to get rid of you.”
Kota backed up so he could face me. He kept his hands on my shoulders. “Did he threaten you?”
“He said he could make my classes very difficult for me.”
Kota’s green eyes narrowed on my face. He nudged his glasses up with a forefinger. “What did you say?”
“I only confirmed I didn’t know anything. He thought I was gone last week because the Academy was doing interviews or special testing. But he knows I’m not from the Academy. He read my transcripts.”
He frowned and brushed his fingers across my cheek at a tear that slid down. His eyes flashed, sweeping back and forth across my face in a rapid movement, calculating his next move. “Come on,” he said, finally, his face setting into something stronger. The plan had come together.
He held me by my hips to pull me off the counter. An ache radiated in my hip and I winced, and pushed Kota away.
His eyes widened at my reaction, confusion setting in. “What’s wrong?” he demanded, the power in his voice surging. “Why’d you jump like that?”
I swallowed. It was the reason why there were tears in my eyes in the first place. I could handle Mr. Hendricks. I could say no. I would tell him whatever they wanted me to say. He had just surprised me. 
Mr. McCoy, however, had done something that terrified me beyond anything I’d known before. He’d touched me and I wasn’t used to touching. Instead of like the boys, who meant well, his grip had been full of intimidation. It scared me to think of what he could do to me next. 
I fought back all the whispers my stepmother rattled off to me over the years about rape and molestation. My eyes closed and I turned my head away, my body shivering again. “Mr. McCoy stopped me in the hallway and grabbed me.”
“Where?”
I placed a palm on my hip.
He scoffed as if in shocked disbelief for a moment but his face turned back to stone. “Sang,” he said softly. “I’m going to look at your hip, okay? Don’t jump. I won’t hurt you.”
Kota hurting me was the last thing I was worried about. I shoved my hand over my heart to calm it. 
He gently lifted my blouse out of the way, and hooked two fingers at the hem of my skirt, dragging it slowly down to reveal the side of my hip. Cool air against my exposed skin caused another layer of shivers to settle in.  
His eyes scanned my skin. There were prominent red splotches where Mr. McCoy had grabbed me.
“My god,” he said. “No, that’s it. We’re going to Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green.” He fixed my skirt, wrapped his arms around my waist to gently pull me to standing next to him. He nudged me toward the door.
“We can’t!” I gasped. I struggled against him and pulled away. “We can’t go now.”
“We have to, Sang.” His hands found mine and he wrapped his long fingers around them. “You can’t let Mr. McCoy do that to you. He can’t touch you like that. He’ll keep coming after you until we stop him.”
“It’s my word against his,” I said. “Not that they wouldn’t believe me, but Mr. Hendricks is already looking for reasons to get rid of all of you. We can’t keep facing off with them if you really want to stay.” There would be no recourse if Kota ended up fighting with McCoy over this. 
This thought seemed to catch him off guard. His lips twisted and he had that same painful expression in his eyes. He wasn’t sure what to do.
“If we push this, they might try contacting my parents. That can’t happen.”
Kota made fists with his hands, holding them to his thighs. I could hear him struggle to control his breathing. I may have been safe from my mother’s punishments, and my father might be gone, but there was still a risk if they weren’t physically around. This made dealing with the situation much more complicated. 
The bell rang through the intercom. 
“We should go,” I said. I felt better now that I’d told someone, but now I needed to keep a level head for both of us. “Don’t tell the others. They don’t need this right now. I’ll talk to Mr. Blackbourne during my music class. I may get away with missing the rest of English but if I skip any more classes or if we go to see Mr. Blackbourne or Dr. Green now, Hendricks will know I’m talking about it and it might just make things worse. Or Mr. McCoy will think I’m tattling and who knows what would happen then. He wouldn’t have done it unless he thought he could get away with it. He’s probably expecting it.”
“I should be there when you talk to Mr. Blackbourne.”
“There’s nothing happening right now. I’m fine. It just shocked me. We don’t want to draw any more attention from Hendricks.” I moved to the door, motioning to our things. “Let’s get going before someone catches us.”
He grunted but he stepped forward, picking up his bag. “I’ll walk you to class.”
“It’s okay ...”
He clutched my wrist. “I’m taking you to class,” he said. 
Kota was back and ready to take over.



DOUBLE AGENT
Kota whispered something to North when we got to my next class. North’s eyes fixed on me and he gave the slightest of nods. For the rest of class, he said nothing to me. Nathan sat behind me and on occasion he brushed his fingertips at my back as if to assure me he was there. North kept his eyes on the chalkboard in front of us, his jaw set. 
When geometry was over, they both insisted on walking me to class. I had a feeling North was following Kota’s orders. They walked next to me like my own bodyguards, Nathan on my right, North to my left. Eyes of other students fell on us, and I knew it was because of the serious expressions from both of them. They might not understand what was going on, but they knew enough to clear a path.
As we walked, my heart was in my throat as I was trying to figure out exactly how I was going to approach the topic with Mr. Blackbourne. 
When we got to music room B, North held the door open for me. After I stepped inside, he followed, closing the door behind him as Nathan moved on to his next class. 
I wanted to protest, but one look at North’s face told me not to. I was both reluctant and grateful to have him beside me. I didn’t want to see his face when I revealed what Mr. McCoy had done.
Mr. Blackbourne stood sentinel by the piano, his arms folded over his chest and glaring at the entryway as if ready to launch after us. Kota stood beside him with his arms in almost the exact same position. It made me pause. Did Kota come in and tell him everything? Even about Mr. McCoy? Why would he do that? Why didn’t he wait? Wasn’t he listening to me about drawing attention to this?
North’s fingers brushed against my back, urging me forward. I looked up into his dark eyes as if trying to quietly ask if it was safe. North gave me a curt nod, with his jaw set and his gaze alert. He’d stand by me. He pleaded with me silently to do what had to be done.
I stepped forward, dropping my bag on the floor and cradling the violin case next to it. Mr. Blackbourne and Kota closed the distance, meeting us in the middle of the room.
“Miss Sorenson,” Mr. Blackbourne said.
“Mr. Blackbourne,” I said in a near-whisper to return his greeting. My eyes darted around but no matter where I looked, I was surrounded by their eyes looking down at me. It made me feel so small.
“Start talking,” he commanded. No time wasted.
I glanced at Kota, trying to figure out from his expression how much he told him. His face was unreadable.
I sighed and revealed everything about that morning, about what Mr. Hendricks said to me from the moment I stepped into his office. I paused before I got to the part about Mr. McCoy. One thing at a time.
Mr. Blackbourne smoothed a fingertip over his eyebrow. “I was afraid this was going to happen.”
“Why would knowing where the Academy is help his case?” North asked. “He’s already tried to get rid of us once and it backfired on him. Why is he trying again?” 
“There’s something here he doesn’t want us to see,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “I understand him not wanting us to step on his toes, but he’s taking a lot of effort to get rid of us. The only answer is there’s more to this than hurt pride or he’d let us ride out the year.”
North shifted on his feet. “So he wants to use Sang to find out more about the Academy? What would be the point? His school is the one under heat from the state.”
“This might be an attempt to redirect unwanted attention. First step in dealing with an enemy is to figure out the enemy. He’s trying to dig up some dirt on us perhaps. If he can prove we’re incompetent or unsafe, he’d have a case to make against the school board. He might use it to threaten us, blackmail perhaps.”
“What should I do?” I asked. My finger hovered over my lip. “I mean if he’s going to ask me about the Academy, I could tell him whatever you wanted.”
North’s eyes zeroed in on my face as if trying to decide if I was serious or not. Kota glared at the floor. 
Mr. Blackbourne brushed a hand over his hair. “We need to find out how far his voice is heard. We also need someone next to Hendricks. None of us were able to get on his good side, so we dropped that plan.” He inched closer to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and walked with me toward the piano. “But maybe you can get close. We need to know why he’s desperate to get rid of us. We’ve tapped his office, but he’s clean here. If there’s something going on, he’s very good at hiding it. Maybe we need to play along.”
“So you want me to pretend to be interested in helping him?” I asked. This was good. I was helping. They were letting me inside this. Would it work though? Was I digging myself deeper? After all, Mr. Blackbourne said it before, he could take his students and disappear any time he wanted. I didn’t have that luxury.
“Let’s start with something small,” he said. “Tomorrow Nathan has some outside work to do for me that will take him out of school for the day. Hendricks will probably talk to him but he’ll come after you when Nathan refuses to answer.”
“Sir,” Kota said behind us.
Mr. Blackbourne and I turned around, his arm slipping away from my shoulder. “Mr. Lee?”
“We should keep Sang out of this,” he said, nearly through his teeth. “This isn’t her responsibility.”
“No,” Mr. Blackbourne said. He pointed a finger at him and his voice rose. “This was your responsibility. You brought her into this. Now that she’s in the middle, you aren’t willing to accept the consequences.”
“I don’t want her in the middle of Academy business.” The power in Kota’s voice strengthened. “This is far too close as it is. She’s been through enough.”
“They pulled her out of class because they assumed she would talk. Now that they know she’s not one of us, they are going to assume they’ll have an easier time of getting information from her. She doesn’t hold any loyalty to us.”
“But if he thinks she’s the weak link,” Kota said, “others will, too.” There was the slightest lift at his eyebrow as if they were saying this was more than about the school.
“You should have thought about that before you brought her in,” Mr. Blackbourne said, flatly. “We’re taking enough risks now exposing ourselves like this in a public school. I warned all of you to keep your distance here and you brought her in anyway. Now look what’s happened. You hid her from us deliberately in the beginning and when you asked us to help her, did I say no? No. I trusted you to know what you were doing with her. But you can’t stay this close to her here and not expect some fallback. Either she’s with us or you have to drop her from the group. I don’t want to be cruel but you can’t have both.”
“She shouldn’t have to do this. It wasn’t her choice,” Kota said, his voice faltering. 
“She’s here, isn’t she? I didn’t ask. She offered.”
“She’s too vulnerable.”
“Don’t you think I’ve noticed? Look at her face,” Mr. Blackbourne’s voice reverberated in the room. He shoved a closed fist in the air in my direction. “Look at her and then look me in the eye and tell me you can’t read everything she’s thinking right now.”
My heart was thundering in my chest. I pressed a palm to it just to keep my body from vibrating. I didn’t understand but I didn’t want them to fight any more. “Tell me what to say,” I said, my voice sounded strange from my lips, like it was an octave too high. When they all turned to me, I knew I was blushing but continued. “I’ll talk to Hendricks. Just tell me what you want him to know.”
North frowned. “You don’t have to. This isn’t your job.”
“I’m already involved,” I said. In my mind flashed the many occasions they had stepped in for me. Whenever Greg was a problem, they were there. When I was having problems at home, they were there. How could I back out now and leave them to handle this? “He thinks he can threaten me into revealing some secret about you. Maybe I can pick up on whatever he is trying to hide. He might even back off of you for a while if he feels I will tell him everything. Isn’t that better than him popping up every once in a while to check up on you himself?”
North and Kota were frowning. They glanced at each other, exchanging their wordless communication.
Only Mr. Blackbourne seemed pleased with this. “You do realize that by helping us, you are putting yourself at risk. This makes you a witness to what he’s doing if you come across something.”
“If I don’t play along, he’s already threatened my grades. What else could he do?”
North grunted like he wanted to answer but he wasn’t willing to say it out loud.
Mr. Blackbourne smoothed out his eyebrow again. “Miss Sorenson,” he said. “Can you promise me you’ll keep our conversations in full confidence? I promise to teach you everything I can to help you, but I need to know I can trust you. You may have won over my students, but as I’ve said, you hold no loyalty to the Academy. You’re part of our family now, but we’re asking a lot from you”
“I may not know enough about the Academy,” I said, “But I have loyalty to Kota.” I nodded in his direction. Kota looked up, his eyebrows lifting up with interest and his anxiety fading. “And to North. And Luke. And Silas and the others. You, too. You’ve helped me. I’ll help you.” I tried to sound confident with as much fierceness and conviction as I felt toward them. Kota had said to take care of family first. Would he not allow me to help? Mr. Blackbourne had asked the right question. Was I with them or wasn’t I?
The corner of Mr. Blackbourne’s mouth curled up. It was only a millimeter, the smallest of movements, but it changed his entire countenance from an unreadable mask to something that was almost gentle. “You are full of surprises, Miss Sorenson.”
“Can you do it though?” North asked. His eyes fixed on me. “I mean when he calls for you, you’ll have to go without us. We won’t be able to come in and save you if you get into trouble. If he makes good on his promise to fix your grades, we can’t go in and change it without him noticing. We’re also taking more risks at exposing what happened to your parents. If he finds out, there will be a lot more problems.”
“If I do what he wants, he’ll have no reason to fix my grades or get any closer,” I said. 
Mr. Blackbourne frowned. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It looks like our music lessons might be put on hold. We’ll need to spend the time preparing you.”
“The violin can wait,” I said. “There’s more important things to worry about.”
He nodded and focused on North and Kota. “Give the orders to the others. If she gets called out of class again, no one is to follow her. We need to make it look like she’s playing this game.”
“We can’t do that,” Kota said. “We’ve got another problem.”
“What now?” Mr. Blackbourne asked.
Kota glanced at me. “Tell him.”
I bit my lip, tucking my hands behind my back to hide my shaking. “McCoy grabbed me this morning.”
North’s intense eyes narrowed in on my face, his hands clenching into fists. “How? When?”
I glanced at Mr. Blackbourne. North’s temper scared me. 
Mr. Blackbourne frowned, inclining his head. “Tell us what happened.”
I sucked in some bravery. Learn to trust. “After I was excused by Mr. Hendricks, Mr. McCoy found me in the hallway. He grabbed me, telling me he was keeping an eye on me.”
“Show them where,” Kota said, his tone calmer than before, as if relieved this information was out.
I gazed at the floor and placed a palm at my hip bone.
“He gripped her hard, too,” Kota said. “I saw the red marks. She’ll probably have bruises.”
“Christ,” North breathed out, his fists knocking against his thighs. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?”
“There’s nothing we can do about it,” I said.
“Like hell there isn’t,” North barked. 
“Settle down, North,” Mr. Blackbourne commanded.
“No. Let’s go after him. Confront him now. Let’s get his ass fired. He can’t do that.”
“Who are we going to talk to? Mr. Hendricks?” Mr. Blackbourne asked. 
“We could talk to the school board,” Kota said.
“If this gets out,” Mr. Blackbourne said in a calm tone, “they will demand to inform and talk to her parents while they investigate.”
North had his mouth open to say something but stopped short. Kota’s face fell. This was an impossibility. My parents weren’t available. I couldn’t risk exposure over something like this.
“There’s nothing we can do about it,” I repeated quietly. “He either knows this or he has something else on me to make sure I can’t complain to Mr. Hendricks or anyone else. It’s his word against mine, anyway.”
“You’re correct to assume he might have something that lets him think he can come after you, Miss Sorenson,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “But we will do something about this. North is right. This can’t continue.”
“I can try to avoid him.” To me, it seemed like the only solution. Next time I was trapped in the hallway, I’d run, or do something. I wouldn’t stand there. He scared me earlier, caught me off guard. I didn’t want to put myself in that situation again. I also didn’t want more trouble for the guys.
“We didn’t pull you from one problem just to leave you with another,” he said. “Let us worry about Mr. McCoy. From now on, you should never to be alone with him. If you ever see him, in front of people or not, and my team isn’t around you, you should contact me immediately and leave the vicinity. I don’t care when or how. If he tries to pull you out of class and we’re not there, don’t follow him. Call me instead.” He turned to North. “In the meantime, we need recorded surveillance on McCoy. Work with Victor to make sure that happens by this afternoon.”
North nodded, his jaw firm.
“Should we follow her out of class, now?” Kota asked.
Mr. Blackbourne’s lips twisted. “Only if it is McCoy coming for her himself.” He turned to me. “Otherwise, keep your phone close and call if you’re ever called out of class for anything. I’ll follow with the installed cameras and I’ll make myself available in the front office. We’ll draw too much attention if someone follows behind you every time.”
My fingers fluttered to the base of my neck, rubbing at the tip of my collarbone. I didn’t like this plan. If they caught him again doing it, what else could they do? I did like the thought of following him with cameras though. Maybe if anyone else was getting hurt by him, they could help them. 
It struck me strange that I was being given what almost amounted to orders. A thrill swept through me to be included. It wasn’t all about helping me this time, either. It was to help them.
The bell rang. North cursed. “Never enough time.”
“Meanwhile,” Mr. Blackbourne said, pointing at me, “tomorrow bring your violin as expected, but be ready for training. Kota, she’s to get self-defense training this weekend. Make sure someone is available to make that happen.”
“I’ll do it,” he said. 
North picked up my things, leading the way out of class. Kota remained behind to talk to Mr. Blackbourne.
I walked beside North, with my arm brushing his as he slung my things over his back. He didn’t acknowledge it, locked inside his own head as he marched forward.
Victor was out in the main hallway and waiting. He perked up when he saw us coming, but frowned when he caught North’s serious expression. “What happened?” he asked.
“Long story,” I said quietly.
Victor frowned, reaching for my hand, his thumb smoothing over the skin between my thumb and forefinger. “Tell me on the way.”
♥♥♥ 
By lunchtime, the others were informed of the new plan. As soon as North and Victor and I arrived at the courtyard, Victor pulled a laptop from his bag, and sat on the grass. “I need cover,” he said.
Did he mean a shield? I could do that. Since I was beside him, I sunk to my knees next to him, sitting back on my heels.
Victor beamed at me, his fire eyes lighting up. “Princess, I love that you did that, but you’re not exactly what I need right now.”
“Move over, short stuff,” North said, nudging me in the shoulder.
I knee walked across the grass to sit next to Luke and Gabriel. Silas and Kota sat on the bench behind Victor and North and Nathan perched themselves on either side of Victor and started talking over his head. The rest of us clustered around Victor in a circle. 
“What’s he doing?” I asked Luke in a half-whisper.
Luke lifted his gaze from his package of chips to check where I was looking. “Computer stuff.”
“Computer stuff requires sitting together like this?”
A chop landed on my head. Gabriel smirked at me from my other side. The red crystal studs in his earlobes sparked in the sunlight. “Stop asking so many questions.”
“But isn’t it obvious we’re masking what he’s doing?”
Luke and Gabriel laughed. Gabriel dropped his hand onto my head, massaging at my scalp. “Trouble, stop. Don’t you think we know?”
I sighed, pursing my lips. “Don’t I get to know? I mean he’s fixing McCoy’s cameras, isn’t he?”
“Ixnay on the ... whatever’s Pig Latin for cameras. Don’t let the kids overhear,” Gabriel said, reaching around me to grab at Luke’s chip package. 
Luke relinquished his food with an eye roll. 
“Say thank you,” I muttered to Gabriel.
Gabriel narrowed his eyes at me. “Thank you, Luke,” he taunted, but grinned.
Luke laughed. “Well what do you know. She’s teaching Gabe manners. Never thought that would happen.”
“Shut the fuck up,” Gabriel said, throwing a chip at his head.
Luke and Gabriel started talking over me about another class they shared. Meanwhile, I focused on Victor. I felt like I hadn’t seen him in a while. Now the first chance I had to run into him with any amount of substantial time, I was in trouble and he was working to fix it. It made me think about the time he asked me out in the attic. Since that point so much had happened and he’d been busy with Academy work. It made me wonder if he forgot.
As I gazed at him, his eyes lifted, meeting mine. I lifted an eyebrow, confused. 
“Stop it,” he said.
“What?”
“You’re distracting.”
“Sorry,” I said, scrunching my shoulders. I couldn’t do anything right today.
Victor flashed a smile at me, returning to his work.
By the end of lunch, Victor sent a text to Mr. Blackbourne to let him know his work was finished. I was guessing cameras on Mr. McCoy would be recording like they wanted, but Mr. McCoy wouldn’t stay in his office all day. Would they have all the cameras recording all day long? Or how would they get someone to monitor Mr. McCoy all the time? I pushed it to the back of my mind. Academy business. Let them handle it.
On the way to my next class, Silas walked ahead of me, and Kota walked next to me as his class was near ours. The hallway narrowed, with clusters of students, it was slow progress down the hallway.
When we stalled, Kota reached for my hand.
The boy next to me nudged my arm. He jerked his chin at me. “That your boyfriend?”
My eyes bugged out. “I ...” I didn’t have an answer. 
“Yeah,” Kota said over my head at him, the command penetrating his voice. “She’s with me.”
Silas stiffened in front of us, pausing in his steps enough that I nearly bumped into him.
My breath caught. Was he serious? I looked back at him but his eyes were focused on the kid next to us.
The boy nodded his head at Kota. “You know she was holding hands with that other dude in the hallways.”
“She’s with me now,” Kota said in the same sharp tone. His fingers pressed into my palm, gripping me as he pulled me closer.
My heart was thundering and my cheeks were on fire.
The kid only smirked. The crowd shifted around us. The kid nudged someone on the other side of him, whispering. They laughed. Was it about us?
Kota leaned in, whispering in my ear. “If anyone asks you if any one of us is your boyfriend, you say yes. I don’t care who you’re with.”
Why would he want that? I didn’t quite understand. They were my friends but claiming they were my boyfriends? And all of them? 
I thought of the notes I often got in class that North and the others collected. Were the guys trying to keep me from talking to anyone else? This confused me a lot. Next year, they would all be gone from this school and back at the Academy, wouldn’t they? Shouldn’t I make at least a couple of friends so I’d have someone to talk to when they were gone? Maybe not this kid, but Kota was so abrupt with him. He didn’t give him a chance when he could have just been curious.
Kota followed us to class, but said a quick word to Silas before moving on. Silas took one look at me, nodding to Kota and ushered me into the classroom.
All I could think was what would Victor say when he heard about this? What about North or the others think? It just seemed crazy. 
As Silas and I took a seat in biology, he started pulling paperwork out of his bag behind me as I turned to him. “What did Kota say?” I asked him.
“He said you’re too cute for your own good,” he said, collecting his biology book. 
“No really,” I said, blinking at him in disbelief. 
Silas’s lips parted as he stared at me. “What do you want me to say? Should I repeat it verbatim? He said, ‘Sang’s too cute for her own good.’ I agreed with him.”
I released a short breath. He said that? And Silas thought I was cute, too? “I ... oh.”
Silas grinned at me. “What did he say to you?”
I blushed. “He said if anyone did that again, like if they asked if you were my boyfriend, I was supposed to say yes.”
Silas beamed. “Well? Kota’s the boss. Have to do what he says.”
I nodded slowly, turning in my seat to let the information sink in. Every other incident that day temporarily evaded my mind. Kota and Silas thought I was cute. Kota and Silas would claim to be my boyfriends. I didn’t dislike the idea, but it left me wondering how I would ever know their true feelings if we were going to be playing pretend when other people were around.
Dating was complicated.



BIG QUESTIONS
The biology teacher didn’t allow me the favor of teaching an actual lesson so I could sink into the sweet oblivion of half listening while processing the information. Instead he asked us to open our books and pair up with someone and answer the questions from a chapter. Silas looked happy. I was glad for the break in class routine but felt unsettled and now more shy than ever.
For the workload, all I had to do was read the questions out loud to Silas. He wrote down the question and wrote the answers without reading the text. 
I leaned over the desk, scanning over his work. “How did you know the answer?”
“I’m smarter than I look,” he said, finishing the final question. He glanced up at me hovering over his shoulder to read what he was writing. “What?”
“I just feel like I didn’t do anything,” I said.
Silas laughed, passing the paper to me. “Write our names.”
“That’s not exactly better,” I said. I scrawled my name on the page. For fun, I wrote his name in girly script and putting a heart over the “i" in his name.
Silas grinned at me. “Cute.”
“Victor got mad at me when I did it to his name.”
“Victor’s got an image to maintain. Meanwhile, I don’t really care what people think of me.”
“What’s Victor’s image?”
“He’s the almost-famous pianist,” Silas leaned over his desk, propping his head up in his hand. “And his parents are rich. He’s usually the center of attention.”
My lips parted. “Really? I haven’t seen that here.”
“He tries to keep a low profile here. He prefers it. I think that’s why he was excited to come here. Normally he has to be very aware of who he’s with and what he’s doing. Here, no one knows who he is, but he still has to be careful. I don’t know what he worries about. Kids here don’t read gossip in the society columns.”
“Victor gets written about?”
Silas laughed loud enough to draw the attention of some of the other groups around us. “Not as much anymore. I think his youth prodigy days are almost over. But there’s a pile of girls hoping to get his attention and be the first Mrs. Morgan.”
My heart fluttered. Victor was a prodigy. Other girls wanted him. That had to be true about all of them, though. They were handsome and nice and while they might not be almost-famous, they had a lot of attractive assets. Victor had asked me out on a date. Was he dating other girls, too? Was I just one of many?
Silas’s eyes traced over my face. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you that.”
It was probably rude to sit here and talk about Victor when he wasn’t here. “Sorry, no. It was just a surprise. I guess I still don’t know you all that well.”
His mouth softened. “We’ve been busy.”
“Just a little.”
“Let’s fix that. Let’s go out this weekend.”
My heart started thundering in my chest. “Us? This weekend?”
“Unless you’re busy.”
I didn’t have an answer for that. My eyes flittered to the other students for only a moment. I don’t know why. It was a nervous gesture. He was asking me out in the middle of class.
“Our first football game is this Friday,” he said. “There’s a party after. I have to go. North has to, too. We’re part of the team so we can’t say no. You want to go?”
So I wouldn’t be alone with him. I’d be with North, too. So it wasn’t an individual date. It was a friend thing. That made me feel better. “Yeah,” I said. “Oh wait ... what about the game? I get to watch that, right?”
Silas grinned. “If you want, but you shouldn’t sit alone. North and I can’t watch you from the field.”
I blushed again at the thought of him almost suggesting I needed a babysitter just to watch a football game. “What should I do?”
“Ask one of the others. Nathan or Kota or someone.”
Ask the guys? That sent my fingers shaking and I hid them under the desk, in my lap. I had to ask someone to go with me to the football game, so Silas could take me to the party with him and North after. It felt like I was asking someone on an almost-date, under the condition that there would be another almost-date I had to go to after. 
“Okay,” I said quietly. “I mean yes, sounds like fun.” I wanted to believe that though I was nervous about all of it. A game. A party! Sang Sorenson at a party, like a normal person. 
Academy boys were changing everything around me.
♥♥♥ 
In my next class, I was nervously tapping the eraser of my pencil against the desk as I waited for Victor to show up. He slid in at the last minute before the bell rang. I’d been itching to ask him to the football game. He’d asked me out, so I thought he wouldn’t say no if I asked.
Only my tongue got stuck to the top of my mouth. I’d glance back at him during the lecture, he’d flash a smile, and I’d chicken out and stare off toward the front again. It almost felt like I was asking him to do me a favor rather than asking if he’d like to go. Silas won’t let me go to the game before he takes me to the party unless I take someone. Will you babysit me?
Before I found my courage, class was over. I collected my things. Victor followed me out to the hallway. 
When we were walking beside each other and away from class, he reached for my hand. “Sang?”
My stomach buzzed inside. “Yes?”
“What’s wrong with you?” he asked, his fire eyes subdued, but the corner of his mouth drifted up. 
My lips parted. “Wrong?” My mind raced for an answer to his question. Was there something else I hadn’t told them? With everything going on, it wouldn't surprise me, but how many things could be wrong with me today?
“It looked like you wanted to say something and you kept stopping. Are you okay?”
Apparently my face was as readable as Mr. Blackbourne said. My eyes flitted to the other students passing around us as we crossed the halls toward the gym. “I wanted to ask you something but ...”
Victor halted in the middle of the hallway, turning to me. An eyebrow arched up. “Ask.”
My face felt like it was on fire, lit up by the sparks in his eyes. “I ... um ...”
“Princess,” he said, his voice dropping an octave. “After everything else today, I’m not going to flinch at a question. Just ask me.”
That wasn’t making it easier. “There’s a football game ...”
His head tilted back. Other students cursed at us for blocking traffic. He ignored it as he gazed down at me. “And?”
“And maybe if you aren’t busy...”
His lips parted, his fire eyes igniting. His hand squeezed mine. “Are you trying to ask me out?”
I pushed the finger of my free hand to my lower lip. “Well, there’s...” I hated saying it out loud because it felt so wrong. “Silas said he and North were playing, and I asked if I could watch, and he said I couldn’t go it alone ... and there’s a party after ... ” I couldn’t bring myself to suggest that Silas had made it sound like I’d be tagging along with him and North. I didn’t know how to do it without hurting Victor’s feelings.
A smile teased his mouth but something quenched the fire in his eyes. “It’s Friday night, isn’t it?”
I nodded. 
He sighed, looking up and away at the students walking around us before focusing back at me. “Sang, I love that you’ve asked me. If it were up to me, I’d be there. I’d go wherever you wanted me to.” His hand squeezed mine again. “And if you tell me you need me to go, I’ll drop everything for you.”
My head tilted. “You’re busy.”
He nodded slowly. “There’s a charity event that evening. I’ve been asked to play.” He tilted his head closer to mine. “But say you need me to go and I’ll go with you instead. I’ll be there.”
The halls quieted and the bell rang. We were both late. I felt guilty I made him late for class for something I could have asked him earlier. “No,” I said, although I was disappointed. Did he mean it he’d drop something like that just for me? Or was he being nice because I asked and he had to say no? “Yours is more important. It’s just ... it’s bad timing.”
He chuckled, pulling my hand to walk through the hall. “Maybe we’ll do something on Saturday. Or next weekend. And if you still want to go Friday, you should ask Kota. He was probably going, anyway.”
That relieved some of the guilt weighing on me as I was thinking of who else to ask. It was like he was giving me permission. Still strange but at least I didn’t feel like I had to hide it. “Okay.”
He stopped outside of the girls’ locker room, nudging me along. “Call me,” he said, walking off to class.
I breathed a sigh, relieved and yet, I was sad. He didn’t tell me about the charity event. Was that something I could have gone to? I would have liked to see him play the piano.



ASKING KOTA ON A DATE
After school, Kota parked in his driveway. Max, tethered in the backyard, barked once in greeting before padding toward us. Kota dropped a hand on the golden retriever's head. He shooed the dog back, and collected my things and his from the back seat. Nathan stepped out, stretched. 
I got out and held back, unsure of what to do. Normally at this time I was worried about getting home to check in with my mom and to make sure I wasn’t in trouble. Now I didn’t have to, I felt lost. I didn’t know where I was supposed to be any more. 
But Kota hit a button on his keys and the garage door rolled open. Nathan followed Kota inside, and since Kota carried my things, I trailed behind them. It felt funny that they simply expected me to tag along. I was happy to be included, but still feeling out of place since I wasn’t sure.
We collected in Kota’s bedroom. I fell into one of the bean bag chairs, pushing my sandals off my feet and curling up into a ball. Nathan plopped down onto Kota’s bed, stretching out.
“No napping until homework is done,” Kota said, dropping his keys onto the desk and our bags onto the floor next to it. 
I moaned, rolling my head back. 
“Come on, Kota,” Nathan grumbled. “She’s had a long day.”
“Then you do her homework.”
I popped my head up. “He can’t do that. That’s cheating.”
Kota smirked after me. Nathan laughed, dropping a hand over his chest. “Oh, Sang, you’re hilarious.”
I blushed, confused. “The Academy lets you guys cheat on homework?”
Side glances were exchanged. Nathan shrugged. Kota responded, “The Academy doesn’t really have any. Not like this.”
I pressed a palm against my forehead. “What about ...”
“Let’s focus on homework for now,” Kota said. “You’ve been out for a week. You’ve probably got an armload to catch up on.”
There was a lot of homework, but I was still finished within a couple of hours. I was curled up and reading ahead for English class when the phone in my bra started buzzing. Nathan caught my startled expression and watched as I pulled the phone from my chest.
“What’s wrong with your pockets?” Nathan said.
“I didn’t have any today,” I replied, and checked the screen.
Silas: Remember to ask someone to take you to the game Friday before they make other plans.
“Who is it?” Kota asked, his head still down as he studied a physics book.
“Silas wants me to come see the game Friday and go to the party with him after. He wanted me to ask someone to go with me to the game, though, so I don’t sit alone because they’ll be playing.” There. Why was it harder with Victor? Was it because I thought he would consider it a date? Was it because I considered it one?
Kota picked his head up, gazing over his shoulder at me, an eyebrow raised. “Silas wants you to go to a party?”
“Yeah. He and North are going. He said he wanted me to go.”
Kota frowned softly. “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.”
Did I hear that right? “What isn’t?”
“Sang, do you know what kind of party this is?”
My cheeks heated. “No.” How could I? But then, what did I know about how things really were? All I had were television shows and books to rely on.
His lips softened. He got up, crossed the room and sat in a bean bag chair not far from mine, scooting to sit on the edge. He put his elbows on his knees as he leaned toward me. “There will probably be drinking. If you think the other kids are rough with you at school, they’re monsters when they’re drinking. There won’t be teachers and rules to keep you safe.”
“Silas and North wouldn’t let me go unless they thought it was okay, right?”
Nathan grunted, crossing his arms over his chest. “They probably have to go. They’re under orders to try to fit in with the football team. They want to get those kids to trust them.”
My heart sunk. So it wasn’t really even fun Silas was thinking about. He had to work and was asking if I’d tag along. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. “Should I tell him I can’t go?”
“The question is, do you want to go?” Kota asked. “Is being in a drunken mess with a bunch of teenagers where you want to be Friday night?”
When he put it like that, I didn’t. Outside of Silas and North, I’d be around a group of strangers. But I didn’t want to abandon Silas, either. “It’s not ideal, but if Silas and North have to go, maybe that’s why he asked. Is it better if I went with them and kept them company?”
“Silas and North can take care of themselves,” Kota said.
“Aw, come on, Kota,” Nathan said. “I’ll go to the football game with her if she wants. Then I’ll take her to the party with them. She can see what it’s like and if there’s a problem or if she’s uncomfortable, I’ll leave with her and Silas and North can stay. He probably was just inviting her so she had a chance to get out of the house.”
“There’s other places to take her besides something like that.” 
“Then you should have asked her out before he did, huh?” Nathan snapped back.
My heart stopped. Was this about where Silas wanted to take me or about Kota preferring I go with him somewhere he wanted? “I ... I don’t have to go,” I stammered. I didn’t know what to do, but I didn’t want to make Kota angry with me. Why couldn’t they just tell me what they wanted?
Kota and Nathan locked their eyes on me until I cringed into my seat. This seemed to break through their dour faces. 
Kota nudged the bridge of his glasses. “Sang, I’ll take you if you want.”
“I can go,” Nathan said.
It was okay now? It didn’t seem like either of them was excited about this. “We don’t ...”
“No,” Kota said, sitting back and crossing his left ankle over his right thigh, rocking his foot. “You’re right. Silas wouldn’t have asked you unless he thought it was fine. We’ll take you to the game. You can go to the party.”
I wanted to feel excited about it, but instead I felt as miserable as when he told me I shouldn’t go. I forced a smile. Maybe it wouldn't be as bad as he thought. Maybe we’d have fun.
Still, I couldn’t get rid of the pit of fear in my stomach. This was more complicated than having a nice evening at a football game.
♥♥♥ 
Nathan followed me home that night. Since his dad was never around, he spent the night more often than the others because he wasn’t missed. We stopped by his house so he could collect fresh clothes for tomorrow and check the house. 
That evening, after I’d changed into shorts and a tank top to sleep in, he stood by the light until I climbed into bed. He flicked the light off and joined me. If anyone at school knew about this, they’d probably assume a lot about our relationship. Teenagers don’t normally sleep together like this. I knew that. 
For us, though, it’d evolved from almost a necessity from when my parents were there to something we just did. I probably should have told him he could go home and not worry about me, but I didn’t really want to, and he never brought it up.
Nathan slipped under the covers with me, opening his arm up. I slipped in next to him, pressing my back to his chest. It was the most comfortable way to sleep next to him. When the others slept over, we were usually back to back. Occasionally they threw an arm over mine or a foot ended up on my ankle. Nathan and I evolved from that somehow to me backed up into his arms and it felt too weird to sleep any other way. 
Nathan’s breath fell onto my neck. I pressed my finger to my mouth. Despite having done this a few times, it still made me nervous at first until he fell asleep. He was handsome. They all were. What would happen when some girl was interested in dating him and he had to stop this? Another girl wouldn’t understand why he slept next to me. I’d worry about Victor or Kota or North wondering about us sleeping in the same bed, but they all did it, too, and often knew when Nathan was here.
Although I wasn’t too sure if they knew how we slept wrapped up together. 
His fingers found my elbow, and traced up my forearm to where my fingers touched my lip. He curled his fingers over mine, closing my fist and pulling my hand away. “Don’t do that,” he murmured against my hair.
“Why?”
“I can’t stand it.”
“It’s dark. You couldn’t see it.”
He huffed. “You stiffened. You put your finger in your mouth when you’re nervous. Stop being nervous around me.”
“I don’t put it in my mouth,” I said, afraid to even address the other part. 
“You do it all the time.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Oh yeah?” He brought his fingers to my lips, poking at my mouth. “Teacher asks you a question.” He poked at my lips. “Mr. Blackbourne says your name.” Poke. “Class is dismissed and you have to walk with me to the next one.” Poke. “I ask you what you want for dinner.”
This time before he could poke me, I opened my mouth. When his finger slipped between my teeth, I bit down gently. I didn’t want to hurt him. I was annoyed that he was right and didn’t want to admit it so I was deflecting. 
“Hey,” he called, yanking his finger out of my mouth. “No biting.”
“You put your finger in my mouth. I thought that’s what you wanted.”
He chuckled next to me. “Do I taste good?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t get a chance to taste.”
He harrumphed, sticking his fingers against my lips again. 
I parted my teeth and he slipped a forefinger inside. I bit down, wrapping my lips around his finger up to his knuckle and gently chewed. “Tasty,” I said around his finger in my mouth.
Nathan started laughing, his body shaking behind me. He prodded my mouth with another finger and I chewed on that one. “What’s it taste like?”
I mumbled that he tasted funny. Really, it was salty.
“What?”
“Funny,” I said louder around his fingers, but with the mumbling it sounded more like honey.
“Honey?” he asked. He started laughing. “Now you’re being nice.”
I snickered, chewing on his fingers still. It was weird, like chewing on the end of a pen. Once you started, it felt comfortable.
“What do you taste like?” he asked.
I moved the hand that had been at my mouth behind me, shoving toward his face. His lips wrapped around my forefinger and he bit down, a relaxed grazing.
A strong shiver swept over my spine, enough to get me to open my mouth as I worried I’d bite harder than I thought I should. When he stuck his finger in my mouth, it didn’t bug me at all. Feeling his lips against my skin, and the scratch of his teeth, it sent my heart into a spin and I wasn’t expecting it. I wasn’t sure if I should feel that way about it. After all, I’d been chewing on his fingers and he didn’t seem rattled like I did now.
“Mmm,” Nathan said around my fingers. His molars slipped back and forth against my forefinger. 
I swallowed to find my voice, trying to sound amused like he’d been earlier. To me, though, I sounded different. Dryer. Huskier. “What’s it taste like?”
He collected my hand to pull my finger out of his mouth. “Peanuts.”
I laughed, breaking the shock I’d felt. “Bad?”
“No,” he said, and he popped my finger into his mouth again. “I like it. Peanut tastes like peanuts.”
“So I have to call you Honey, now?”
“Yup,” he said, chewing.
I giggled. His finger traced at my lips and I absentmindedly opened my mouth. His finger touched my tongue and I bit down, pushing his finger to the side of my mouth so I could chew on it. 
But as he chewed on my finger, the spinning my heart was doing wasn’t fading. The more he did it, the more I wondered if this was almost like he was kissing my finger. Was he thinking the same thing? Did this mean he liked me more than just a friend? 
“Sang,” he mumbled, his tone so much softer than before.
My heart thundered. “Hm?”
“Maybe this weekend you can sleep over at my house. Like after the party and maybe Saturday night, too. If you want.”
I didn’t have a reason to say no. We were sleeping in the same bed, now. What did it matter where we slept? Maybe it did matter or he wouldn’t have asked. I sensed it in the way he asked. This was something more personal. My mind was blank at what I was supposed to do. “Tired of pink sheets, huh?” Lame. Best I could come up with was a terrible joke.
He laughed around my finger. “I thought maybe Silas might have a good idea. This house is depressing. And I’ve got the pool and the Xbox and all that.”
“The pool sounds like a good idea.”
He bit a little harder against my finger. “Yeah, yeah. Take advantage of me for my pool.”
I giggled around his finger. “If you say so, Honey.”
He sucked at my finger to accumulate his saliva before he pulled it out of his mouth, collecting my hand and holding it in his strong grasp. “Peanut?”
“Yes?” I asked, turning onto my back so I could look at him, keeping his finger in my mouth. Now that it was there, it felt comfortable. 
With only dim street lights glowing from the window, I couldn’t see the blue of his eyes, but he did carry that serious expression. “Stay safe tomorrow, okay? I won’t be there, but make sure you stick by the others. Don’t let McCoy get anywhere near you.”
He’d been out of school before for Academy business, but he never sounded so worried about it. I sucked gently at his finger to pull it from my mouth. “I should be okay. I think I'm under orders to run away if I see him. And I will because I don’t like him.”
The corner of his mouth lifted up. “We’ll train you in self-defense this weekend. I swear. I wish we had time this week.”
“One thing at a time,” I said.
He nodded, picking my hand up in his, bringing it to his mouth. His eyes locked on mine in the dark, and he put his lips to the back of my hand. He kissed the spot just behind my knuckles. He smoothed his thumb over the spot. He singled out a finger and pulled it in his mouth again and chewed.
The rattling of my spine, shaking of my fingers and crazy spinning of my heart returned. Nathan kissed my hand. That meant something. Tingling radiated the area he kissed. A surge of worry swept over me as I realized I may have made a terrible mistake. Victor might be okay with us sleeping in the same bed, but what would he think if Nathan started kissing me?
And why did I have the crazy urge to let him if he tried? 
I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. If I didn’t do something, I thought Nathan would feel awkward for doing it. At the same time, I didn’t want this to go too far and disappoint everyone. Would it be disappointing? Trying to make everyone happy was so complicated.
I sunk down next to him, as if trying to get ready to sleep. At the same time, I pushed his hand to my mouth. I puckered, brushed my lips at the tip of his finger, and opened my mouth again to chew like he was chewing mine.
When I started falling asleep, his finger was still in my mouth.



ZOMBIES
I was only half awake when I sensed Nathan picking up my hand, his lips brushing the top of it. 
“I’ll see you later, Peanut,” he whispered.
The next time I could draw myself out of sleep, sometime before dawn, his side of the bed was cold. 
When I woke again, it was a dream that had me tossing and moaning in my bed. I sat up quickly, glancing at the clock. I was running late. I was too used to one of the boys being there in the morning to wake me.
I jumped up, grabbing my phone and forced a text as I scrambled for clothes to wear and headed to the bathroom.
Sang: North, I had a dream but I’m running late. Tell you at school?
North didn’t reply before I managed to get ready. I was barely aware of Marie moving in the house, getting ready herself. I zipped downstairs and out the door.
Kota was parked in the drive. I ran out, but he popped out of the car, ran around and opened the door for me.
I blushed. “Thank you,” I said.
He beamed. “You’re welcome. And good morning.”
He shut the door for me, dashed around the car and got in, putting the car into reverse. 
At the same time, my phone buzzed in my shirt. I yanked it out, hitting the button.
“Tell me,” North said.
I side glanced at Kota, who looked curiously at me but re-focused on the road. I was slightly embarrassed that Kota was listening now. I was almost used to calling North about the dreams. I couldn’t keep North waiting. “There were zombies,” I said, trying to remember exactly what it was.
“And?” North asked.
“And I was with a group of people in a house trying to sit it out until dawn. The other people were getting anxious. One went ballistic, opening the door and ran out into the zombies. I was trying to close the door but once he went, the others wanted to go, too. I tried to talk them out of it, but I woke up as the last of them started running out the door.”
“So you were talking and no one was listening to you,” he said.
“I guess so.” And zombies! Gross!
“Were the others fighting and surviving as they left?”
“What do you mean?”
North yawned into the phone. “I mean were you afraid for their safety, but when they got outside, were they fine in the end?”
I tried to remember. “I don’t know. They dashed out and disappeared. I thought they were going to get eaten.”
“Do you know for sure they wouldn’t have gotten eaten if they stayed in the house?”
“No.” 
“Maybe they knew something you didn’t.”
“What are you saying?”
“Maybe you need to trust other people to be able to make their own decisions,” he said.
That might have been true about me, but in the dream, it didn’t seem like the case. “I thought if they all stayed in the house, we’d all make it.”
“You can’t save everyone,” he said. “You also can’t make choices for everyone else. Maybe instead of telling them what to do, like stay in the house where you thought it was safe, you should have asked what they knew. Go on a little faith that they’re probably smarter than you give them credit. They probably felt they had a good reason to run off.”
I sucked in a breath, glancing at Kota. Kota smiled encouragingly at me, looking curious and waiting patiently for his turn to ask me what it was all about. 
North was probably right, and I knew he wasn’t referring to the dream any more. He meant the dream reflected my real life, and more than likely them since they were practically my world now. 
“Sang Baby,” North said.
“Yeah?”
“You’re going with us Friday?”
“Yes, Kota and Nathan want to take me to the game before.” I was grateful for the chance to change the subject.
“Good. Talk to you at school.”
I hung up, letting the phone slip out of my hand and onto the floor of the car as I sat. I picked my feet up, wrapping my arms around my knees.
“How are you doing, Sang?” Kota asked.
I twisted my head, watching him drive into the parking lot. We were around each other a lot, but it was the first time I’d really been alone with Kota in a while. “I feel ... weird,” I said as honestly as I could. 
Kota chuckled. “Regret that we ran into each other yet?”
My eyes widened. Was he serious? “No, of course not.”
“Just checking.”
I pursed my lips. “Do you regret it?”
He pulled into a spot, throwing the car into park and shut off the engine before turning to me, putting his hand on the seat behind my head. “Kinda wished I had met you sooner,” he said quietly.
His green eyes glinted behind his glasses. My fingers shook against my stomach and my heart did another flip flop. I craved this look from him, but at the same time it was the one where I felt he could see into me, and I was too scared to let him do it for long. I lowered my gaze to avoid his eyes, only to stop short at his mouth and chin.
His hand by my head moved, touching my chin, which was all he needed to do for my eyes to lift and meet his again. He parted his lips as if he wanted to say something, but stopped. This time his eyes lowered down, focusing on my mouth.
I froze, stiffened in the seat. I didn’t know what it would be like for someone to kiss me. I had no idea how to tell when someone wanted to but everything in my being told me Kota wanted to. My mind blanked out. A kiss. From Kota. And I wanted it.
The moment passed. Kota’s cheeks tinted and he let go of my chin. “Let’s go before the others start wondering.”
That was it? What happened? I wondered if he thought about it and decided he didn’t want to. I felt open, vulnerable and he’d pulled back. Did he see something he didn’t like? 
I collected my bag and my phone. Kota grabbed my violin case, even though I didn’t want him to. I stared at the ground as we walked together toward the school. He did grab my hand, holding it in his, but I couldn’t look at him. Instead, my heart sunk. I blamed myself. Kota was a friend. I didn't know a thing about relationships. He didn’t want a kiss. I shouldn't assume.
I tried to perk up when we entered the courtyard and the others were there. It was better this way. They were all friends. I didn’t want them angry with each other or jealous. I didn’t know what they wanted from me, but maybe I was reading too much into it. They wouldn’t want to kiss or date someone like me. I’d have to hold my feelings back.
But my feelings were hard to tame. Most of the morning, I thought about Nathan kissing my hand, Silas asking me out, and what I’d thought was the almost kiss with Kota. The other guys, too, did things around me that made it even more difficult to look at them for even a moment without wondering what each guy would think if he knew.
The hardest part was admitting to myself that if I really liked one of them, knowing that if we really started dating, I’d have to let go of the others. 
And I felt the lure every time they called, touched, or said my name. The pull dared me to do what North said. Let go. Assume others know what they’re doing. What did I know about friendships and dating? I wanted desperately to make them happy, to give back to them for what they’d done for me. If I thought North’s advice applied to this, I should let them ask me where they wanted me to go, let them kiss me if they wanted, and simply trust they would tell me where they wanted me.
But did his advice apply to this?



TRUTH AND LIES
"Come here, Trouble," Gabriel beckoned to me as I slumped next to Kota. Gabriel was on the grass on the ground. 
I rose, and drifted over to him. He snagged my hand, pulling me down.
"Don't let her sit in the grass," North said.
"She looks like shit," Gabriel said. "What the hell are you all doing to her?" He nudged me to lean into him. "Lay down if you want."
I didn't want to do that, because I didn't want to go to sleep. I would have been tempted to sleep all day. I did sit on the softer grass, and leaned against him. 
Gabriel pressed his cheek to my forehead, cupping my head in his hand. "You're not coming down with something, are you?"
"She's fine," Kota said. 
"Will you shush? I'm asking her." 
Luke laughed. "Look at Mr. Protective now."
"Shut up," Gabriel said. He shifted until he had his legs parted and leaned back on his hands, and had me move until I was sitting, neatly tucked, between his legs. I wasn’t in his lap, but it was close. He pulled me until my back was against his chest so I could rest against him. "Trouble, if you're that tired, we'll skip class today."
"No skipping class," Kota said.
Gabriel reached around, collecting my cheeks, making me do fish lips and rocking my head back and forth to make me mimic like I  was the one talking. "Tell him, Sang. Say 'Gabriel and I want to go home and sleep.'"
"She was out all last week," Kota said. "She's not skipping out now."
Gabriel grunted, and leaned in to whisper in my ear. "You tell me when you want to skip school, okay? I've got keys to the cars, too, you know."
I stifled a giggle, only letting Gabriel hear me. He grinned, and this seemed to appease him for now.
But I didn't skip. I knew better. The longer I stayed away from class, the harder it would be to adjust back into something almost normal. Whatever normal was to become for me now.
After math class, since Nathan was gone, North escorted me to the music room. 
“Sang,” he said, pausing outside of Music Room B. “Do you want me to go in with you?”
I tilted my head at him. I wasn’t sure if Mr. Blackbourne would like this. “Should I have you with me? I thought Mr. Blackbourne was just going to tell me what to say to Mr. Hendricks if he asked for me.” I’d been so preoccupied about them that I didn’t have a chance to contemplate today and what Mr. Blackbourne would do.
North’s lips teased a smile on his otherwise serious and intense face. “He’ll probably tell you that, but he’ll probably teach you other things. I wasn’t sure if you were really ready for this.”
My shoulders stiffened and my breath escaped me. My hand absentmindedly went to my mouth. “I want to ask you,” I said honestly, “only I don’t know if Mr. Blackbourne would want it. And you really shouldn’t miss class.”
North collected my hand at my mouth and squeezed it. “Text me if you need. I don’t care if I’m in class. You’re in good hands with him, okay? Trust him.”
I nodded. He let go of me and left.
I entered the classroom, the violin case in my hands, a decoy to my real reason for being there. 
Mr. Blackbourne stood on the other side of the room, expectant, his arms crossed over his chest. His light brown hair was perfectly cropped around his ears. His gray eyes met mine, commanding me without having spoken yet. “Miss Sorenson.”
“Mr. Blackbourne,” I said in greeting.
“Let’s get started,” he said. He gestured for me to come closer.
I dropped my bag and the violin in a chair by the door. Mr. Blackbourne directed me to stand near the chalkboard. He picked up a piece of chalk, and wrote: Nathan was at CPR training today.
“Read that out loud for me,” he said, rubbing at the dust on his fingers.
I repeated the line, glancing at him. 
“Not bad,” he said. “Try it again, but look me in the eyes when you say it.”
I sucked in a breath for the courage to look at him. I repeated myself.
His gray eyes bore into mine, scrutinizing. He nodded after, the millimeter smile returning. “Good. You’re a quick study.” He erased the sentence from the board.
“Is that where he is?” I asked.
“Actually, yes. This time, he is. There’s an all-day first aid and CPR recertification at the university hospital. It’s Nathan’s turn to attend.”
“They all get that?” I asked. “Is it an Academy requirement?”
Mr. Blackbourne pursed his lips, drawing in a breath and holding it. He released it and answered me. “We like to insure our students are prepared for anything.”
“Should I tell Mr. Hendricks where he is? That he’s at the hospital?”
“You can,” he said. “What I want you to concentrate on is how he responds. You’re already very perceptive.”
“I am?” 
“Females are generally more aware of tones and inflection of voices than males. Women can often sense when men are angry before they know it themselves. It’s ingrained.” He wrote another sentence on the board: Nathan is a karate class right now.
“Now read this,” he commanded.
I read it out loud.
His head tilted at me, a curious expression in his eyes. “Remarkable.”
“Pardon?”
“You’re an open book. You can’t even read something with a steady voice if you know it’s a lie. The words are on the board, you’re reading the phrase, but since you know it’s false, it doesn’t matter. Concept over context.”
I frowned. “That bad, huh?”
“It’s perfect,” he said, turning to erase the sentence. 
“But Nathan once told me I should learn how to lie. They wanted to teach me so I wouldn’t get in so much trouble.”
“Oh no, we won’t do that,” he said. “There’s hundreds of human facial tells that you’d have to learn to control to become any good at lying.”
“But Dr. Green had told me to lie to my mother if needed.”
“Your mother was taking the wrong medication and handcuffing you in the shower,” he said in such a blatant way that I cringed at hearing it. “You could have said the sky was blue and she would have thought you were lying, so truth or lies didn’t matter. Keeping her from killing you was all that mattered.”
I bit my lower lip, unsure of how to respond.
He wrote another sentence on the board: North ate pancakes for breakfast this morning.
I blinked at him. “Is it true?”
“Read it before you ask me.”
I sucked in a breath, reading the line out loud. 
“Not bad,” he said. He rewrote the sentence: Mr. Blackbourne said that North ate pancakes for breakfast this morning.
“Read,” he commanded.
I did, but even I noticed I said it with more confidence.
“This is the key,” he said. “If you aren’t sure, placing the responsibility of the truth onto someone else is enough to keep you from wavering. As long as you’re willing to trust that what I’ve said is true, you can relay the information in confidence.”
I touched my fingers at the base of my throat, thinking of his meaning. “So you’re saying you could feed me information, and not tell me if it is a truth or a lie. If I told him you told me, he’d believe that I was being honest.”
“The problem comes with believing what I tell you is the truth. You’ll have to trust me.”
“Even though it could be a lie at any time?”
He nodded. “Most of the time, I won’t have to. Mr. Hendricks is checking out the wrong group if he’s looking for dirt to blackmail us with. We’ll keep him busy for a while chasing his own tail.”
“But you keep secrets all the time. The Academy is secretive. Why would you tell me true things to tell him? Wouldn’t you lie to make sure he doesn’t find out? What if I say something that tips him off to the truth?”
“A secret is a fact you don’t know yet. There’s many reasons to keep something a secret, not all of them are bad. Sometimes the fact is so insignificant, it wouldn’t matter if it was revealed, but you believing there’s a secret makes it seem more important than it is.” His eyebrow lifted as his steel gaze fixed on me.
His face told me everything. This didn’t apply to just Mr. Hendricks and his wanting to discover their secrets. 
“I thought you weren’t supposed to tell me about the Academy.”
The millimeter smile returned. “Kota doesn’t give you nearly enough credit. You pick up quickly.”
Something secret about the Academy didn’t need to be a secret, they kept it that way on purpose. It’s simpler than they make it appear. What part? I blushed, pushing a finger to my mouth. “Mr. Blackbourne?”
A perfectly arched eyebrow lifted. “Yes, Miss Sorenson?”
There were a million questions I wanted to ask, but this one popped out first. “Why didn’t Kota want me to join the Academy?”
His lips parted as he paused. It was the first time I’d seen him hesitate. His eyes shifted, as if calculating how to answer. “Part of it is you weren’t really ready for it. Dr. Green and I believe you make an excellent candidate, but it is much better to have you join us willingly rather than enter due to an emergency situation. Kota believes you should fully know what you’re getting into before jumping in.”
“There’s more to it,” I said. “His sister, Jessica, said he didn’t want her to join, either.”
“Bringing girls into the Academy is always a complication. Teams are pulled together based on personal interests. The majority are male groups. There’s a couple of all female groups, but they’re very finicky about who they take in. While it isn’t forbidden for a girl to join a male group, it’s highly discouraged.”
“Why?”
The smile returned. “Because we depend very strongly upon everyone in the group to get along, to trust one another. We also need to keep our families and loved ones happy. A girl in the group makes personal relationships strained. For example, if Kota had a girlfriend, but had to spend a lot of time with you, without being able to tell his girlfriend where he’s been or what you two have been doing, the girlfriend won’t last. Being involved with the Academy is tough enough on a relationship without jealousy complicating it.”
“So that’s why Kota said I could never join,” I whispered, my heart sinking. I knew Kota had repeated a couple of times I shouldn’t join the Academy. Some small part of me still hoped I could. I thought perhaps he thought it was too dangerous. But it wasn’t about danger at all. “Kota’s afraid if I join, if any of you want to be in a relationship with someone, I’d be the cause for it to fail. He was protecting the others from having to deal with that.”
“It’s only one of a few different reasons, but don’t count yourself out yet,” he said quietly, fixing those soft gray eyes on me. “There’s still a chance.”
“But how ...” I said, but as the words escaped, the bell rang. No! Not yet! I was so close. I felt now I could ask him anything and there was so much I wanted to know.
Mr. Blackbourne’s eyes drifted to the clock. He sucked in a breath, touched the knot of his tie before facing me again. “Relax, Miss Sorenson. There’s plenty of time. Just remember to trust us. That’s the first rule of the Academy: Trust your family.”
Despite his confidence, I drifted to my things, collecting them with a heavy heart. It was impossible. Kota didn’t want me in the Academy because I’d stop him and the others from ever having any sort of romantic life. Did that also mean he wasn’t interested in a romantic relationship with me, either? If someone he was romantically interested in joined the group, it wouldn’t matter because he wouldn’t have to keep secrets from her. But then the others would have a problem if they ever wanted girlfriends.
I wanted to believe Mr. Blackbourne that there was a chance, but I was already having problems with the guys now trying to keep them happy. But maybe that’s why when I thought Kota or the others wanted to kiss me, that they backed away. Or maybe I didn’t know anything at all about relationships and didn’t understand enough. 
It still meant joining the Academy could never happen. Part of me was concerned that our friendship probably was an impossibility, too. I couldn’t be part of their family. Never completely. I was always on the outside and I probably always will be.
One day, they would all have to let go of me.
♥♥♥ 
When Victor collected me outside of music class, I forced a smile, even though I was feeling defeated.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, collecting my hand and pulling me toward our next class.
I couldn’t lie. Mr. Blackbourne proved it. Trust meant honesty, though. Maybe I didn’t believe Mr. Blackbourne yet, but I had to start somewhere. “Long story, but Mr. Blackbourne basically said I could never join the Academy.”
Victor’s fire eyes lit up into a blaze. “Did he say never or did he say it would be difficult?”
I twisted my lips. “He said there’s a chance, but I don’t see how.”
The corner of his mouth arched up and the fire in his eyes simmered on low. “Are you saying you don’t believe him? You don’t trust he knows what he’s talking about?”
The déjà vu of the conversation with North earlier struck me between the eyes. I sighed. “I want to believe him.”
“If you figure out that you really want in, and told him so, he’d find a way. Mr. Blackbourne has a thing for impossible challenges. He rarely ever loses.”
As we walked down the hallway to the door that led out to the trailers, someone stepped into our path. We both stopped short. The guy nodded his chin at Victor but looked at me.
“That your boyfriend?” he asked me, a smirk on his lips.
I was about to say no when I remembered what Kota said the day before. “Yes,” I said, trying to sound sure of it. I kept my eyes on the kid, wondering if Victor was going to be shocked that I had done it.
“Excuse us,” Victor said to the guy in our way. “We’re going to class.”
The guy laughed and backed away. “You know she was holding hands with another dude earlier,” he called to us as we walked out the door.
His voice and his face suddenly came back to me. I groaned.
“Did you know him?” Victor asked.
“He ran into us yesterday. Kota was with me and the kid asked if he was my boyfriend. Kota told him yes and said later if anyone else asked, I was to say whoever I was with, that person was my boyfriend.”
“I don’t care what the other students think,” Victor said calmly, looking nonplussed as we walked quickly toward the trailer in the back.
I readjusted my grip on the violin case in my hand. “Why not?”
“What does it matter?” he asked. He looked up from the ground to my face. “Were you trying to impress him?”
“No.”
“Do you worry about what that person over there is thinking?” he asked me, motioning to a kid who was standing outside of a classroom as he talked on his cell phone.
“No, of course not,” I said. “But ...”
“The only people I care to hear from is us, our group,” he said. “I agree with Kota. If someone else asks you if we’re dating, you can tell them yes. You can tell them you’re dating Silas. You can tell them whoever you want. It’ll probably be safer.”
“Safer how?”
He sighed, half smiling. He tugged at my hand to get me to hurry. “In a year it won’t matter, anyway. They won’t even remember us.”
“They’ll remember me,” I said. “I’ll still be here. You’ll be at the Academy.”
He frowned, pursing his lips and remained quiet the rest of the way to class.



LACKEY
Thursday in biology class, I  was whispering with Silas when class was interrupted with a request for my presence in the main office. During the rest of the week, Mr. Blackbourne didn’t talk about the Academy. He focused on improving my memory and teaching me how to read faces. I didn’t have to know the meaning of what I saw, but he wanted me to be able to describe tone and any facial tics. He said my impression of what was happening and the details would be helpful. 
I glanced at Silas, who inclined his head, frowning. He eventually waved a finger, encouraging silently. 
The moment I was out of the classroom, I sent a text to Mr. Blackbourne.
Sang: Headed to the front office now.
Blackbourne: I’m here.
It was all he needed to say. That alone gave me the courage to move forward. Trying to prep myself with what I knew was the truth, and knowing Mr. Blackbourne was watching gave me that confidence.
I took my things with me this time, since I didn’t know how long I would be. When I entered the main office, I was asked to sit down. The lobby was crowded with other students today. 
I sat in the only empty chair and avoided making eye contact. Most everyone else tapped at cell phones. I was tempted to play with mine so I could blend in, but I didn't download any apps so  I didn't know what to do with it. I kind of didn't want to. I wasn't in the mood for a game. The boys were in class so I couldn’t interrupt by texting. I didn’t have much to say anyway.
From the hallway, Mr. McCoy popped his head around the corner, staring at a list in his hands. He called out a name, not mine, but he lifted his head, his eyes scanning the room, possibly to see who the name belonged to. He did a double take when he saw me. His eyes narrowed on me.
I froze. Was he the one that called me down?
“You’re next,” Mr. McCoy stared after me as a boy got up to meet with him. Mr. McCoy stepped aside so the boy could walk down the hallway. He glanced once more my way before following.
I whipped my phone out, ready to text Mr. Blackbourne about what to do. If McCoy came back before I had an answer, I’d march down the opposite hallway and hide out in Mr. Blackbourne’s office.
Before I could finish the text, Mr. Hendricks peeked his head in from the same hallway. He scanned, zeroed in on me and curled his fingers at me.
I hesitated but stood, slipping the phone into my bra out of habit while he wasn’t looking. I really hoped Mr. Blackbourne was watching. What could he do if Mr. McCoy trapped me in the hallway again after I left the Principal’s office?
Hendricks held the door open for me and I fell into the burnt orange chair and dropped my things at my feet. I clasped my hands in my lap, waiting for the questions and trying to look as contrite as possible. I was ready to talk about Nathan. 
Mr. Hendricks shut the door. “How are you doing today?” he asked, his tone lighter than I remembered. 
“I’m fine.” My tongue started to glue itself to my mouth out of nervousness, but I remembered I was supposed to focus on what Mr. Blackbourne taught me and try to get on Mr. Hendricks’s good side. “How are you, sir?”
He paused in mid-step, evaluating me from across his desk, before completing his progress, sitting down into his chair. “We’re busy,” he commented, “but it has been quiet.”
Probably because the Academy has been policing the hallways. I bit my tongue and summoned a warm smile, trying to think of Nathan or Victor or Silas, like Mr. Blackbourne told me to do when I needed to appear at ease and more confident. 
Hendricks sat back, heaving his shoulders in a sigh. “Have anything interesting to tell me?”
Without a direct question, I wasn’t sure what to say. “Um, what do you want to know? About Nathan being out of school?”
His eyebrow arched. “Okay, let’s hear what Mr. Blackbourne told you to tell me.”
Maybe that was too obvious but I didn’t have anything else to report and it felt like if I didn’t say anything that I would be in trouble. “Nathan ...Mr. Blackbourne said Nathan was at a first aid and CPR training class that day.”
“Yes, I know.”
How did he know? The only one who talked about it to me was Mr. Blackbourne. That was it. It was all I had. No one else had been out of school. “I’m not sure what else to say. I don’t know what you’re interested in.” Honesty, let’s go with that.
“Nathan told me where he was yesterday.” He dropped his elbows on the armrests, folding his hands over his stomach as he sat back. “What I want to know is everything they’re not telling you to say to me.”
My lips started to glue themselves together. I was unsure of how to proceed. Now what?
“I understand you’re hesitant to talk to me. The Academy probably still sounds like a good opportunity. You don’t want to betray them with revealing their secrets, but I assure you, this is for their good and yours. However, it isn’t useful to me for you to repeat like a mindless parrot what Mr. Blackbourne wants you to tell me. I’m not an idiot. I know he’s told you whatever lie he wanted you to believe.”
“No,” I said quickly. 
“Did you actually see Nathan taking a CPR class?”
“No.”
“Then how do you know for sure he was there, or that Mr. Blackbourne or Nathan wasn’t lying about where he was?”
I didn’t have an answer. What could I say? “I just don’t really know how I could find out ...”
“Have you been to the Academy yet?”
I shook my head. “I’ve never seen it.”
“Have you heard them talk about it?”
“No. Well, they talk about some things, but not where it’s at.”
“Have they ever told you they were on their way to the Academy?”
I stiffened. They have done this. They do it all the time. I couldn’t lie, so I hesitated before responding. “Yes.”
“At what time?”
I flinched. “What time?”
“When they tell you they are going to the Academy to do something, what time do they usually say this?”
How was this helpful? “All hours,” I said. I thought being vague was good. It was still true. “Morning, late evening, afternoon ... nothing stands out in particular as a specific time.”
“Middle of the night?” he asked. “Two o’clock in the morning?”
I tried to recall this happening. They’d gone out early but not that early that I could remember. “Not that I’ve noticed.”
“Mr. Lee has done it twice this week, during a school week.”
My mouth fell open. He has? He hadn’t spent the night all week, so he could have. Then I remembered a time when I’d been at Nathan’s close to midnight, and getting a call from Kota, who was still doing Academy work. “How would you know?”
“Like I said, I’m not an idiot.” His eyes narrowed on me. “I know they’ve got me trying to chase my tail. Kota left his home yesterday near one in the morning, drove downtown to Mr. Morgan’s home, stayed for barely ten minutes before he was out the door again and drove home.”
Victor lived at least thirty minutes away. Kota didn’t appear tired. Why would he go all that way so late at night? Was Victor in trouble? One thing was clear, Hendricks had more than me keeping an eye on the boys. Did he hire a private investigator? Or was he watching them himself? He didn’t appear particularly tired so it must be someone else. He had someone watching Kota’s house? Could he have me watched, too? “I don’t ... I’m sorry, I didn’t see that.” 
Mr. Hendricks heaved another sigh, waving a hand in the air. “If you want to do well this semester, you’ll have to do better. But maybe now you know what I’m looking for. You can tell me their lies if you’d like, but you should also watch what they’re doing.”
If he had a private investigator, why did he want me? Maybe he couldn’t keep an eye on all of them at once. I wanted to test this. “Anyone in particular? If you don’t mind me asking, there’s a few of them so it’s hard to keep up.”
“Any one of them you’re with, but now that you say that, try to get closer to Mr. Blackbourne.”
“Not Kota?” I asked, trying to appear surprised.
“Don’t worry about him.”
Dismissive about Kota. He had him watched. How was he keeping tabs on the others? “I’ll do my best,” I said, ready for this to be over.
Mr. Hendricks tapped his finger on his chair. “One more thing,” he said, but paused, as if weighing whether or not to bring this up. “Where’s your sister?”
Did he expect me to spy on her, too? “In class, I’d guess.”
His eyebrow lifted. “She hasn’t been to school since Monday of last week.”
I couldn’t contain my surprise now. I ran through my head if this was true. She had to be going to school. I saw her the other morning with Nathan and the coffee. I heard her getting up in the morning.
I always left before she did, though. I smothered a groan. Marie was taking advantage of the situation and not showing up to school. I knew it probably wasn’t her favorite thing to do, but didn’t she know they’d come after us?
“I ...” I started, unsure of how to relay how I didn’t know without revealing any more details. “I’ve been leaving before her in the morning and I’ve been so busy. I must not have noticed ...” I was hesitant to suggest she might be sick because I knew that was a lie.
“She’s not involved with the Academy, too, is she?”
“No, sir. She doesn’t like any of them.” When the words slipped from my mouth, I realized my mistake instantly. I just admitted a potential conspirator who would be happy to get passing grades in exchange for anything she could find out about the Academy, not just what I was willing to share. 
Mr. Hendricks grinned. “Would you tell her I’d like to see her in my office tomorrow morning? Or should I call your parents?”
“I’ll tell her,” I said quietly.
He nodded. “I’ll talk to you again soon. Our deal is still very much in place.” 
He got up, crossing the room. When he opened the door, Mr. Blackbourne was in the hallway with Mr. McCoy.
“This isn’t yours?” Mr. Blackbourne held up a set of keys, letting them dangle from his forefinger toward Mr. McCoy’s face.
“I said no,” Mr. McCoy grumbled. “I think I know my own keys.”
“Hm,” Mr.Blackbourne’s tone suggested that was obvious. His eyes flitted to Mr. Hendricks and then to me. He narrowed his eyes at me as if disappointed. “Miss Sorenson,” he said, dripping with unhappy surprise.
Mr. McCoy turned to us, locking eyes with me with the tiniest hint of a dour frown before he stiffened and addressed Mr. Hendricks. “A problem?”
“Not at all,” Mr. Hendricks flashed a smile at them. “She stopped by to say hello.” He nudged me forward. “Have a nice day, Miss Sorenson.” He mimicked the tone Mr. Blackbourne used to say my name.
I clutched my things close to my body, stumbling forward as Mr. Hendricks shut his door again behind me. 
When Hendricks was out of sight, Mr. Blackbourne turned to me. “I believe you were heading to class,” he said. He placed himself with his back toward Mr. McCoy so I wouldn’t have to pass between them, and instead walk in front of the wall. 
I scooted past. McCoy’s watery eyes tracked me. 
Mr. Blackbourne tailed me. When we were out in the waiting room, he walked around me, but nudged my arm so I’d follow down the hallway to his unmarked door.
Inside his office, he shut the door behind us. I dropped my things onto the floor. I pressed my palms to the top of Dr. Green’s desk and leaned against it. My body rattled. The performance was over. I was done.
“You’re fine, Miss Sorenson,” Mr. Blackbourne said in a calm tone behind me. 
“He still thought I was lying about Nathan. He thinks you fed me lines,” I started. “He follows Kota. He asked about my sister. She hasn’t been to school. He wants me to ...”
“Slow down,” he said. He touched my arm at the elbow, jolting me into standing up and turning around. He moved around me to access Dr. Green’s desk drawer. He located a bottle of water, opened the top and passed it to me. 
I took the bottle, our hands brushing, causing another jolt through me. I was used to the others touching me but not him. Part of it might have been the brisk change from recoiling from Mr. Hendricks and Mr. McCoy, to wanting to being accepting of his touch. I sipped at the water, regaining some composure.
“Sit,” he motioned to the top of Dr. Green’s desk.
I perched on top of it. 
Mr. Blackbourne pushed Dr. Green’s chair back so he could stand in front of me. He glanced down at my face. “Start at the beginning.”
I relayed everything I could think of, from how Hendricks was sitting to the unspoken suggestion that he had the boys followed. “And I messed up,” I said. “I didn’t know my sister was skipping school. He wants to see her. I let it slip she didn’t like any of you. I didn’t think about that. It’s my fault. He might get her to ...”
“Calm down,” he commanded. He stood back, a forefinger pressing the bridge of his glasses, his other hand on his hip. “Nothing is your fault. You did fine.”
“And McCoy? He wanted me to see him. He was outside the door waiting for me?”
“Your orders still stand. Avoid him, even if he commands you to stay or follow. Find me or one of the boys if he tries. If you’re not sure where to go, come to this office and lock yourself in.” He sighed. “But yes, he’s certainly after you. I’ve been watching him all week. He’s curt with other girls, but he’s not touched them. He has a particular interest in you. He must think he can take advantage of you and is abusing that.”
“Hendricks has someone following Kota,” I said. “But he wants me to get close to you.”
The perfect brows lifted, pursing his lips as if curious but unconcerned.
The conclusion dangled in front of me. I put words to define it. “He wants me to get close to you because he’s tried to have you followed but couldn’t.”
“He’s chasing shadows,” he said. “It’s what we want. That’s the important part.”
I tilted my head at him. “You knew he was having you followed.”
“Since the first week,” he said, nodding. 
I sat back, pressing a palm to my forehead. This was too much for my brain to take in and there was so much else to worry about. “I can’t believe I forgot my sister. She skipped school for this long and I didn’t notice.”
“When you go home today, you can ask her about it,” he said.
“They’re going to find out,” I said. “Hendricks has already threatened to call my parents. McCoy might know already. At some point he might ...”
“Stop,” Mr. Blackbourne barked at me. “You’re worrying. It’s a waste of time.”
My cheeks heated. I swallowed, shoving a finger toward my mouth. “What do we do?”
His face softened. He drew the chair closer to the desk, sitting, gazing up at my face. Looking down at him, he appeared the younger version of Mr. Blackbourne I sometimes forgot he was. He couldn’t be more than nineteen, twenty maybe. The perfect angles of his face seemed to soften, and his gray eyes opened up. “You, Miss Sorenson, are going to stop worrying about things you can’t control. What Hendricks might do isn’t something you should be concerned about.”
“If he finds out ...”
He tilted his head at me. “Do you remember being locked in the closet and Kota told Gabriel to pick you up and walk you out before you convinced them you should stay?”
He was talking about this now? “Yes.”
“And you stopped us.”
“Because she was going to call the cops. She would have if I opened the door or spotted Gabriel.”
The corner of his mouth lifted. “Did you think we didn’t know that part?”
I hesitated, my finger pinching my lip to my teeth. “I ... I don’t know.”
“We were ready for it,” he said. “Like we’re ready now if someone discovers what happened with your family. If Hendricks, or anyone else, starts to cause problems, we’re ready.”
“How?” I asked. It was the puzzle that evaded conclusion when I went to bed at night. Even with the boys next to me, I listened to police sirens in the distance and wondered if they were on their way to my door. This couldn't last forever. Someone would find out. “What would happen?”
Mr. Blackbourne sighed, sitting back and pressing his fingers to his forehead. “Maybe Kota didn’t make this clear. Your only job is to keep your nose clean. If something happens, whether your mom returns and kicks you out of the house, or your classmates threaten you, or Mr. McCoy comes after you again, all you have to do is call. One of a dozen scenarios could happen, true, but as long as you remain safe and keep out of trouble, we can help.” His steel gaze glinted at me. “And I swear, Miss Sorenson, we will. We will come for you every time, for any reason. Until the day you tell us to stop, we will always be right behind you.”
My breath stilled as I regarded him. “I can tell you to stop?”
He nodded. “Family is a choice,” he reminded me. 
I sighed. Could it only be so simple? They said I had to trust them. I tried. I wanted to. My mind wouldn’t relent wondering what I should do if this or that happened. My life was out of control, and the thin thread that kept me from crumbling was the Academy—the new family that I didn’t yet feel fully a part of.
“What do I do now?” I asked. 
He sat forward again. “You are going to wait here until school is over. Kota will collect you after class. When you go home today, find out why your sister is staying out of school. Get her to come back if you can.”
“What if she doesn’t want to?"
“She can either come willingly, or the police will eventually look for her. Social services will inspect the house if she abuses your new independence,” he said. “You might want to remind her of that.”
“I should try to make her?”
He shook his head. “Remind her that she can’t expect to hide forever. The longer she stays away, the harder it will be to go back. If she continues to refuse to come to school, if she fights it, back off. She’s making her own choices. As long as she doesn’t impede upon your wellbeing, let her do what she thinks she has to do.”
I twisted my lips. I felt partially responsible for Marie. Family was supposed to help each other, weren’t they?
Mr. Blackbourne seemed to read my mind. “Family is a choice. We help those who want our help. Don’t make yourself responsible for someone who won’t do the same for you. Blood can make a bond stronger, but it doesn’t make the bond.”
I relented. I wasn’t sure how I could do that, but maybe he was right. It still seemed impossible to let go of every worry. Nothing I could do about it now. “What about Mr. Hendricks?”
“You should probably do what he says,” Mr. Blackbourne offered. His eyes met mine again, the millimeter smile collecting in the corner of his mouth. “Keep your eyes open. Stay close.”
“He said stay close to you.”
He nodded, as if it were obvious. “And you should.”
I blushed, but pushed my hand from my face and into my lap. Words escaped me. They were already so close. They invaded nearly every part of my life now. So close and yet I wasn’t really part of them. I didn’t feel it. I felt I hardly knew any of them. 
Would I ever feel like I knew them fully?



GROWING UP
I could have gone to gym class, but Mr. Blackbourne allowed me to sit it out. He left to take care of other things, but had me lock the door behind him. 
I was still sitting on the desk when the door handle rattled. I stilled, my heart in my throat, worried it might be another teacher or even Mr. McCoy. The door unlocked and Dr. Green walked in. He was wearing a dark blue shirt, a yellow tie, and tan slacks. His sandy-colored hair hung down about mid ear. There was a soft scrap of facial hair along his jaw, as if he left it unshaven on purpose. It looked incredible.  
He stopped mid-step when he spotted me. His lips parted and he smiled. "There's my little pumpkin. You skipped my class."
"Sorry," I said. "Mr. Hendricks called me down." I felt weird sitting on his desk so I started to slide off.
"Don't get up," he said. He closed the door behind himself.  "I just need to get ready to go to work."
My eyebrows lifted. "Work?"
"Can't play all day," he said. "The hospital needs me." 
"You go straight from here to the hospital?"
"Unless you want me to stop somewhere else on the way," he said. "Why? Did you want to go somewhere?"
"I ... uh," I didn't know how to respond. I suspected he was trying to tease me in a friendly way.
He beamed at me. "When you think of something, tell me." He turn toward his desk, opening one of the lower drawers. He yanked off his yellow tie, dropping it into the open drawer and started unbuttoning his shirt.
"Oh, uh," I said, and glanced at the wall. "Did you need me to go?"
He touched the top of my knee.  "Stay put. I'm just tired of this shirt. It smells like that classroom. Which is to say, it's like kid sweat and chalk dust." He slipped the blue shirt off of his shoulders, revealing the white cotton T-shirt underneath. He unstuffed the lower hem out of the inside of the pants to let it hang down. I caught the thin line of blue boxers starting at his hips before the hem covered them and they disappeared.
I bit my lip. Dr. Green's arms flexed as he moved, collecting his shirt and folded it to place in the drawer. As he bent forward, the lean muscles of his shoulders and chest flexed in a flattering way in the thin white shirt. 
When he finished, he sat down in his chair, rolling up until he could sit back and put his feet on the desk. His calf touched my thigh as he did. He rolled his shoulders back, his head leaning against the head rest of his chair. "Ugh." He sighed heavily. "Remind me not to become a teacher."
"You're a doctor," I said.
"That's right. I am a doctor. I will continue to be a doctor. I will do doctor things." He pointed a lazy finger toward the wall. "But those monsters out there spend all day locked in their cell phones like they think I can't tell what their up to, and become indignant when I ask them to pay attention. Not to mention all the things they do to each other. I think you and Victor are the only ones that acknowledge I'm even up there sometimes. I am so glad I skipped high school."
His admission stunned me. "You skipped it?"
"I've been in the Academy since forever," he said. 
Oh yeah. I should have figured. "But that's still a school. It's not like that?"
Dr. Green laughed, rich and vibrant. "Just you wait. One of these days, you'll be out of here, and you'll wonder why these little hellions are so absorbed in what that girl is wearing or what he was doing last night on Facebook." He sat forward cupping a hand over my knee. "I may dump the whole class. Except you and Victor. " His light eyes caught mine. "Maybe even Victor."
My lips parted. Words failed to form. I knew from the others that he was a flirt. It was simply hard to tell if he was at all serious or if he was joking. 
He winked at me. He glanced at the clock on the wall and groaned. "Never enough time." He released me, picking up a messenger bag. He stood up, slinging the bag's strap over his shoulder. He parted his arms. "Hug?"
My cheeks heated, but I started to open up, scooting close to the edge. He nudged me to stand before wrapping his arms around my shoulders. I pressed my hands to his back. Since he was wearing the thin white shirt, I felt the muscles at his chest and back. My heart thundered. A tingling sensation swept through me. I didn't know him as well as the others, so part of it was that this was a new sensation. Part of it was that despite the lack of him being around sometimes, I wanted to get to know him more. There was simply something about his countenance that made me feel more comfortable around him than I thought I should be.
He sighed against my hair. "Be good. Listen to the boys. Try not to get them into any trouble."
I scoffed. "I don't do that."
"Sure," he said, in a tone like he didn't believe me. He released me and patted his palm to my cheek, with that easy going smile on his face. "If I stay here another minute, I'll probably get into trouble."
"What do you—"
"Bye!" He waved shortly and headed to the door, leaving me to wonder what he meant.
♥♥♥ 
True to Mr. Blackbourne’s promise, Kota came for me after class.
We walked out together to the parking lot and his car. Nathan stood by the car with Luke in tow. I shouldn’t be surprised by any of them following us home. Sometimes they did it just to hang out. Today, Luke was coming along because North and Silas had practice tonight. Plus, Luke wanted to spend the night with me.
“Shotgun,” Nathan said when we were within hearing distance.
“Ha,” Luke said. “That means I get the back with Sang.”
Nathan’s mouth dropped opened. “Shit.”
“Hey,” Kota said, smirking. “What’s wrong with sitting up front with me?”
“Sang’s prettier.”
I hid myself behind Kota to mask my blushing. 
Luke opened the door for me this time. I dropped my things on to the floor, throwing my sandals off next to them. When Luke got in, I slumped over, putting my head in his lap.
“What’s wrong?” Luke asked, his fingers brushed through the locks of hair around my face. 
His fingers were just what I needed. I sighed, seeking out the comfort in his touch. “Hendricks is mean. My sister’s been skipping school since last week. Now I have to try to convince her she should go to school.”
Luke’s dark brown eyes softened. The blond locks were pulled back with a clip he’d stolen from me. “I know how you feel. I’ve got a chemistry test tomorrow.”
A grin broke over my face at his attempt to be funny. 
“Get your seatbelt on, Sang,” Kota said as he started the car.
“She’s fine where she is,” Luke said.
“It isn’t safe.”
“You’re a good driver,” Luke said.
“It’s not my driving I’m worried about.” Kota readjusted his rearview mirror, using it to glance back at me. “Sang?”
I sucked in a breath, sitting up, groaning. I curled up in the seat, pushing my knees to my chest, but stuffed my seatbelt on.
Kota tilted his mirror back, satisfied. Kota the boss.
Luke reached for my hand, holding it in his as Kota drove toward Sunnyvale Court. “What are we going to do tonight? I’ve only got a couple nights left before the diner opens.”
This drew my attention from the window to him. “You mean it’s finished?”
“They did a couple of dry runs today. Saturday they’ll do a soft open for the weekend. Friends and family only. After that, it’s officially open.”
“It just seems so fast. It feels like I was knocking out counters yesterday.”
Luke laughed. “You only knocked out one.”
I twisted toward him. “What happens now? Will you work there? Will North? Can I go see it?”
“We’ve got work to do,” Kota reminded us. “We’ve got to confront your sister, and you’ve got homework.”
Luke beamed. “Yeah, and you’ll see it this weekend. And yes, I’ll work there and North will, too.”
“That means you’ll be around a lot more,” I said, glad to hear about it. I liked the thought of being able to walk and see them when I wanted. 
“We’ll all be working there,” Kota said.
“All of you?” I asked.
“Everyone except Victor,” Luke said. “And Mr. Blackbourne and the doc. Gabriel probably not as much, but only because he’s got to travel so far. Probably just on the weekends.”
“Victor won’t work?” I understood about Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green. I was sure they were very busy and didn’t need a job.
“Victor doesn’t need a paycheck,” Kota said. 
I knew Victor’s parents had money, but just because he didn’t need a paycheck didn’t mean he couldn’t work. It didn’t matter to me I guess but I did entertain the idea of all of us working there. Then I remembered Silas saying he had to be careful about his image outside of school. Maybe that was it. 
When we got to our street this time, Kota parked his car at my house. Again I felt out of place, with Kota directing our movements. Nathan and Luke didn’t appear at all surprised by this and didn’t question him. I tried to understand this. It was like they relinquished their plans to his direction. If we had parked at Nathan’s house instead, would they have felt any differently?
But no, we had a job to do. It was time to confront my sister.
I had the guys wait downstairs. I wasn’t even sure if she was home. They sought out snacks in the kitchen. Kota put his things down and ran back outside to go check the mail for me. 
On the second floor landing, I paused outside of Marie’s door, listening. It was tempting to use the special phone app that allowed me to access the house cameras and check on her, but I bit back that temptation. It really was supposed to be only for emergencies and I didn’t want to abuse that. I’d done it enough.
I knocked softly at the door. “Marie?”
No response. I knocked a couple more times and listened. When I didn’t hear anything, I used a push pin stuck into the wall to unlock her door. 
Marie’s room was dim, the shades drawn, the curtains closed. Marie was on her side in her bed, facing the wall. It was the stillness that worried me. Maybe she was sick and I didn’t even bother to check on her. For years we fended for ourselves for so much Our parents taught us to take care of ourselves. With the guys, I realized how terrible that was, but I still forgot at times. 
“Marie?” I called to her.
“Go away,” she said from under the blanket.
“Are you sick?”
“No.”
I frowned. “If you’re sick, it’s okay to tell me. I could bring a doctor.”
“I’m not sick.”
“How come you haven’t been going to school?”
Marie shoved the blankets off of her and sat up. Her long brown hair fell against the blue T-shirt she wore. She looked a little pale, but otherwise she seemed fine. 
Her dark eyes zeroed in on my face. “Will you get out?”
“The principal talked to me today. He’s noticed that you aren’t showing up for class.”
Marie flinched. “What?”
“He’d like to talk to you tomorrow, if you’re going to school. You’re not in trouble. He’s just worried.”
“Does he know?” she asked. She relaxed again, falling on her back and staring up at the ceiling. “Does he know about dad?”
Was that what she was worried about? That other people will know? “No. No one knows at school. Not unless you mention it. I don’t think we should.”
She sighed. “It doesn’t matter.” She rolled over, facing the wall.
“If you don’t go to school soon, the school will have to call Social Services. They’ll send someone, perhaps even the police.”
Marie didn’t answer me.
“Try to show up tomorrow,” I said softly, doing my best to sound concerned. “We’ll be okay, I think, as long as we do what we’re supposed to.”
“Go away.”
I closed her door. Maybe this was what Mr. Blackbourne meant when he said I should just remind her, but let her make her own decision. I made a mental note to myself to try to wake her tomorrow for school, and perhaps talk to her later. I didn’t understand how she could stand still. Was she depressed? I knew she wasn’t happy, she couldn’t be if she’s been hiding like this. I wasn’t sure how to bring her out of it if she was sad.
I floated downstairs while still stuck inside my head, wondering about the best way to help. I’d had Kota and the others to help me. Maybe she needed someone, too. I knew she wasn’t fond of the guys. Maybe Danielle would if she knew? 
Maybe that’s what she needed. Maybe she just needed to know that someone else out there still cares for her, too. She didn’t trust me or didn’t want to, for whatever reason. I couldn’t imagine how alone she must be feeling right now.
Downstairs, Luke was sprawled out on the family room floor in front of the television. Nathan was on one end of the couch, fiddling with the remote and surfing channels. Kota was on the other end of the couch, shifting through the mail, opening up bills and organizing.
Luke sat up when I came into the room. “How’d it go?”
“Terrible,” I said. I dropped to my knees, and fell sideways until I was against the carpet, glancing over at them. “I think she’s depressed.”
“Her mother is in the hospital,” Kota said without looking up from a piece of mail. “And her father’s disappeared to live with another family. I can sympathize. She still needs to get up and go to school.”
“I think she needs a friend,” I said.
Kota put the bill down, looking at me on the floor. “Did you ask her to go to school? Did you try to talk to her?”
“Yes, but I don’t think she likes me.”
“Do you want me to talk to her?”
Luke laughed. “That’s not going to work.”
Kota’s head ducked back. “Why won’t it?”
“She doesn't like us, either,” Nathan said, stopping on a music channel but hitting the volume down so we could talk. He put the remote in his lap. “She probably doesn’t trust us. I mean, she’s right to do that. She doesn’t know us and we’ve been kind of invading her space.”
I sighed, rolling onto my back and staring up at the ceiling. “I was wondering if we should talk to Danielle.”
“Nope,” Nathan said quickly. “Not happening.”
I turned my head to look at him. “But Marie likes her. Maybe Danielle could motivate her into getting up.”
Nathan scooted closer to the edge of the couch, putting his elbows on his knees to lean forward as he gazed down at me on the floor. “Peanut, you’re talking about letting a fox into the hen house. I’m guessing Danielle doesn’t know what happened here, or she’d be here already trying to take advantage of the situation.”
“But Marie thinks she’s all alone right now.”
Nathan’s lips parted to say something but he stopped, frowning. “I don’t know what to do,” he said. He turned to Kota. “There’s got to be a better way.”
I let out a large sigh, stretching on the carpet. “I don’t suppose the Academy has friends for her.”
Nathan and Luke laughed. Kota’s lips broke into a sympathetic smile. He pushed aside the bills onto the couch cushion, and slid down onto the floor on his knees. He knee-walked over until he sprawled out on his side next to me, his head propped up in his hand. “Sang?”
“Yes, Kota.”
“Would you feel better if you knew Marie wasn’t as depressed as you thought?”
I propped myself up on my elbows. “She seemed depressed.”
“Since your parents left, she’s been staying up all night on the computer downstairs and watching movies she bought off of cable.”
My mouth popped open. “What?”
“Check the internet history.”
I rarely touched the computer downstairs. It belonged to our father, and he’d told us since we were young not to touch it because it had important work files. I’d grown accustomed to thinking of it as his work computer. My eyes widened and I tilted my head. “Do I want to see what she’s been up to?”
“Probably not.”
I blushed. “You knew?”
“I didn’t know she was staying home,” he said. “But I’ve borrowed the computer a couple of times and noticed video games and music downloaded and I knew it wasn’t you.”
I wondered if I should have felt weird about Kota going on my dad’s computer. I think the only reason it felt like that was because to me it still seemed like the forbidden zone. It was too hard to get used to. My dad was gone to another life. Nothing here was his.
“I sometimes see her in the hallways at school,” Nathan said, sitting back on the sofa. “I thought she was avoiding me this week. I didn’t realize she wasn’t there.”
Luke scooted closer on the floor. “She knows she’s been noticed, now. So it’s up to her to get up and go.”
Nathan nodded. “At least we won’t have to tell Danielle.”
“That might still be a problem,” Luke said. “Marie could still tell her.”
“We’ll worry about it when we get there,” Kota said.
Luke fell back onto the carpet again, gazing up at the ceiling. “Well, we’ve got other things to do. Like grocery shopping.”
I blinked. “Huh?”
“You’re out of food, cupcake,” he said. “I think there’s a moldy loaf of bread left.”
At the mention of food, my stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten breakfast or lunch. “I forgot to call my dad,” I said.
“Call him now,” Kota said.
I grumbled a little, getting up. “I don’t wanna,” I said, trying to be funny.
“Call,” Kota said.
“I am,” I said, stumbling toward the kitchen. “I just want to complain about it.”
I heard the guys chuckling. I found the phone number on the counter. I started to pull out my cell phone but stopped. I wondered if he would answer if he didn’t recognize the phone number. Did I want him to know this number?
I picked up the house phone, hitting the button and waited for a dial tone.
And waited.
I blinked, hung up, check the phone line. The phone was plugged in. I wriggled the wires and tried it again.
Dead line.
“Kota?” I called. 
Kota carried the stack of bills from the living room. “Sang?”
I held the phone out to him. “The landline is down.”
His eyebrows shot up. He crossed the room, taking the phone from me. He listened to it, and then did the same song and dance I did checking the line. “Is there another phone?”
“Just the one in my mom’s room.”
He took the cordless with him, following the hallway to my parents’ bedroom. I trailed behind him, and hovered in the doorway. The air was still. I didn’t like the feeling of the bedroom.
Kota found the corded phone on the nightstand. He picked up the receiver, holding it to his ear. He shook his head and then bent over to unplug the phone from the wall.
“What are we doing?” I asked.
“We’ll check the outside line,” he said. He nudged me back through the hallway and guided the way back to the family room.
Luke sat up from the carpet. “What’s going on?”
“The land line is down,” Kota said, heading toward the back door.
Nathan and Luke jumped up, following. I smothered a sigh. Academy training.
Outside, Kota circled the house until he found the phone box. There was a pad lock on the outside. “Luke?” he said.
Luke pulled out what looked like a wallet from his back pocket. Inside was a collection of tiny tools. He plucked a couple out and within a minute, he had the pad lock open.
“Are we supposed to be doing this?” I asked.
“It’s fine,” Kota said. “We’re just checking to see if it’s the wiring inside the house or if the lines are down.” There was a phone jack amid the other wiring inside, and he plugged the corded phone. He picked up the receiver and frowned. “Dead.”
“Want me to run to my house and check the line?” Nathan asked.
Kota shook his head, passing the corded phone to me. Luke locked the box back. 
Kota pulled his cell phone out and pressed a button. “Mom? Yeah, sorry, no just checking in.” He sighed, rolling his eyes. “I’m at Sang’s house. I might be staying a little late. I know I don’t have to call.” He rolled his eyes again, longer this time. “We’re already going out Friday. Yeah ... Okay, I have to go.” He stabbed his thumb at the phone. “Our lines are fine.”
Nathan turned to me. “You’ll have to get your dad to call.”
The others followed me inside. I found the index card again with the number and dialed into my cell phone.
There were five rings and then the mechanical voice announcing no one was home. “I’m getting the answering machine.”
“Leave a message,” Kota said, picking through the mail again. He pulled out an envelope and shoved his finger into the top, ripping it open. He unfolded the letter and opened it. “Uh oh,” he said, blinking at the page.
“Uh oh what?” Nathan asked, balling up his fists and shoving them at his thighs. “What’s uh oh?”
“This is a final bill,” Kota said. He turned to me. “He’s shut off the phone.”
“Why would he do that?” I asked. “Don’t we need the phone? He’d said he would take care of it as long as we stayed.”
Kota held up the page. “He had it turned off. I don’t see another phone bill so he’s not replacing it.”
A finger drifted to my lower lip. I felt embarrassed even though I didn’t know why. It just felt like a mistake. “Maybe he forgot to replace it.”
Nathan frowned, shaking his head. “He’s forgotten a lot, then,” he said. “Like food. I can’t imagine what he expected you and Marie to live on. He hasn’t been back to help with groceries or anything else.”
Kota sighed, rubbing a palm across his forehead. “Okay, you three run to the store. I’m going to stay here and call some of these companies. I’d like to know ahead of time before they shut off the water.”
Luke fished keys out of his pocket, picking out one of the car keys. “We need a list?”
“Just grab enough until we can make a proper trip this weekend,” Kota said. “I don’t want Sang out late.”
I lingered, unsure with what to do. They were helping, yes, but in the moment I felt helpless. It made me realize how dependent I’d been on others in the house, and now I found out they weren’t reliable. I felt since I was almost left in charge, that I should have known about this and have handled it myself. 
Instead I was completely lost as to what I was supposed to do. If the boys hadn’t been here, would I ever have been able to take care of myself and my sister? We would have starved at the rate I was going. I wondered if that’s part of why my sister didn’t respond well to me. I couldn’t even help her get food when she asked. I couldn’t have done something as simple as called our father to figure out how to get more food.
Nathan caught my expression. He found my hand at my mouth and gathered it, squeezing my fingers. “Stop it,” he said. 
“I don’t know how to access the accounts,” I said. “I can’t pay...”
Nathan rolled his eyes. “We’ve got this,” he said. 
“Yeah, Sang,” Luke said. “I think we can afford a box of Lucky Charms and a tub of ice cream.”
“Try not to buy just junk food,” Kota said, stabbing a number to the phone company into his cell phone.



SANG SHOPS
Thirty minutes later, I was at the store with Nathan and Luke. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been inside a grocery store. I remembered my mother taking me before she was ill. Maybe once when my father took my sister and I along when my mother was in the hospital and we were still too young to leave at home alone.
When the glass doors breezed open and the rush of cold air met my face, I felt my body wanting to tremble. It wasn’t so much that we were there, it was why. It was about as bad as when Gabriel wanted to take me clothes shopping. My mouth glued shut and I waited for the boys to figure out what to do.
It only took a second for them to take over. Nathan grabbed a cart while Luke walked ahead of us. Luke stopped in front of the bakery display case, staring in at the cakes and the desserts. “Let’s get a cheesecake,” Luke said. He turned to me. “You like cheesecake, right?”
“I liked the strawberry cheesecake Nathan had once. I don’t think I’ve had others.”
Luke checked the case, and found a large cheesecake that had multiple flavors mixed into the box. He put that down into the cart. 
“Kota said no junk food,” Nathan said.
“He said don’t buy just junk food,” Luke said. “We’re not buying just this.”
Nathan pushed the cart around while I followed Luke down nearly every aisle. Luke tossed in some bananas and strawberries upon Nathan’s request. Most of the other stuff was sugary cereal, potato chips, and boxes of cookies.
“And coffee,” Nathan said. “Sang likes the bottled Starbucks stuff.”
“I don’t need it,” I said. There was already a large pile in the cart. I wondered who was going to eat it all. I looked at the shelves of so many different types of macaroni and cheese, overwhelmed by choices.
“Do you have a grill, Sang?” Luke asked, dropping a box of popcorn into the cart.
“Maybe in the garage,” I said. “I don’t know how good it is or what type.”
“Let’s get her a grill,” Luke said, walking off toward the end of the aisle and heading toward the meat department.
“Wait,” I said, stumbling forward until I could grab at his arm. “We don’t need a grill.”
Luke’s brown eyes blinked back at me. “How are we going to make steaks at your house without a grill?”
I floundered. I knew Mr. Blackbourne had told me the boys were simply very used to buying whatever they felt the others needed. I knew I didn’t need pay them back, but I still felt obligated to tell them to not pay for things that we didn’t absolutely need. I glanced at Nathan, silently pleading for help.
“We’re getting weekend food,” Nathan said. “We can get steaks and stuff later. Besides, we can grill at my house.”
“Oh yeah,” Luke said. “What else do you want, Sang?”
“I think we’re good.” What else was there?
Luke threaded his fingers through the locks of blond hair hanging in his eyes. “Okay, coffee... oh and let’s get a box of those microwaved sandwiches that Kota always has at his house.”
This time I let Luke lead the way while I hung back with Nathan. I leaned into him a little as we walked. “We don’t need all this,” I said. “We could just get bread and something simple.”
“Just let him shop,” Nathan said. “If you thought Gabriel was bad about clothes, throw Luke in a grocery store without North or Kota.”
“Should we make him buy vegetables?”
Nathan laughed, shaking his head. “It’s fine. You’ve got to let him stretch out a little bit. Every once in a while I’ll take him with me and let him pick out whatever he wants for staying the weekend at my house. His uncle and North give him a hard enough time with what he eats. This is his way of letting loose.”
I was going to comment on something about Luke but the way Nathan was talking made me stop. “You do the grocery shopping at your house?”
Nathan grinned. “Well who else is going to do it? My dad’s gone all the time.”
“I ... hadn’t thought about it,” I said, my fingers twitching at my side, but I held off pinching my lip for his sake. “I guess I just realized today how much I didn’t think about certain things. I hadn’t picked up the phone in so long that I never noticed. I may not have ever opened those bills. And the food...”
“Peanut,” Nathan said, stopping the cart. He caught my chin, tilting my head until I was looking at him. “Hey, we rely on other people a lot, too. And when they stop, it is awkward. You figure it out, okay? You find out what they were in charge of and pick up where they left off. This is just a crash course on what it’s like living away from your parents. Only you’re not alone. You’ve got me and Kota and the others who can help.”
I blushed. “I guess I didn’t think through staying here when my dad asked me.”
“He didn’t think it through,” he said. “He’d told you he’d be back and you trusted him. This is his fault. But it’s okay. As long as he doesn’t forget to pay the mortgage. You, I can stand, but if your sister has to move in if the house forecloses, I may need to shoot someone.”
“Hey,” Luke called after us from down the frozen food aisle. “Sang, you’ve got a toaster, right? They’ve got chocolate chip waffles. We have to try these.”
I sighed, glancing at Nathan. 
Nathan lifted my hand to his mouth, kissing the back. “Leave it to us, Peanut. We’ve got this.”
At check out, I half expected one of them to pull out a black credit card like Victor always did. Nathan pulled out his wallet, picking out a collection of twenty dollar bills. When the total was counted up, over two hundred dollars, Nathan tabbed out enough and passed it over.
I was having a heart attack. Two hundred dollars! For food! How was I going to pay for food in the future if my dad never returned? How would I pay for anything?
I wondered how long it would take to earn two hundred dollars if I worked with Luke and the others at the diner. 
With the car loaded up, I slipped into the middle seat between Luke driving and Nathan riding shot gun. 
I lifted my feet into the seat, but Nathan snagged my knees drawing them over his. He sat back into the seat, closing his eyes. “I am so ready for a weekend.”
Luke flipped on a rock station and wedged Kota’s sedan out of the parking space. “I am so ready for us to make Kota get a new car. This old clunky thing feels like it’s about to die.”
I sat up a little. “You all got this car for Kota?”
Nathan plopped a hand down on my knee. “Mr. Blackbourne gave orders to North to find a suitable car for Kota and I. So Kota helped him pick this one.”
I blinked after them. These guys disappeared for Academy work constantly. It seemed out of place that any of them shouldn’t have a car. “You didn’t want one?”
Nathan smiled. “It wouldn’t make sense for me to get one. If my dad came home and saw it, he’d wonder where I stole the money from.”
“Oh,” I said, “but wouldn’t you need one for when you do things for the Academy?”
“It’d be handy,” Nathan said, “but there’s no way I’d be able to explain it. For this thing, we pretended to put our money together to share the car. That way Erica wouldn’t have a problem with me coming to borrow the car when I need to.”
“That’ll change though,” Luke said. “Once the diner is open.”
“You guys won’t work anywhere else? Where do you get the money for stuff?”
Luke and Nathan exchanged glances over my head. Luke laughed. “We pick up odd jobs for other Academy members every once in a while,” he said. “We used to mow lawns and do repair work. We’d get normal jobs, but not a lot of bosses understand when we need to drop everything and run out the door.”
So Academy students can’t hold a job? “What makes the diner any different?”
Luke opened his mouth to answer, but something in the rearview mirror caught his attention. His eyes followed it instead of the road, enough for me to get nervous that he was going to drift into the other lane. “Were we followed from Sang’s house?”
Nathan stiffened next to me. “Followed?”
“Hang on,” Luke said. He stopped short at a traffic signal, and took a right. 
I watched from the side mirror. A single dark sedan turned right behind us. Luke made a left on the next road, and the car followed.
“Shit,” Nathan said. “It’s Kota’s tail.”
“Is that bad?” I asked. “We weren’t doing anything.”
“Yeah, but we don’t want him following you home,” Nathan said. “Kota’s been keeping him busy so whoever it is wouldn’t notice your parents haven’t been home.”
My lips parted. So that was why Kota had been running out to Victor’s late at night. Why didn’t anyone tell me that was going on? I started to turn around. “Are we sure it’s the same guy?”
“It looks like the same car,” Nathan said. He patted my thigh. “Don’t look back at him. We don’t want to look like we’re worried about it.”
I fell back into the seat. “What do we do?”
Nathan glanced at the side mirrors. “Keep driving, Luke. Pick like a store on the other side of town to go to. Sang, call North. Tell him what’s going on. I’ll keep watching, maybe I can catch a glimpse as to who it is.”
I fished my phone out, finding North’s black car icon and smashing at it to call him.
He picked up on the first ring. It made me wonder if he hovered over his phone. “If Luke is driving you crazy, I don’t want him back,” North said. “Make him go to Kota’s.”
“We’re in Kota’s car and we’re being followed by the dark blue car.”
“Fuck,” North said. “Why didn’t you stay home?”
“Because I had no food at my house.”
“Baby, make the guys get you food. You stay home.”
Why was he being grouchy with me? This wasn’t my fault. “I can’t go to the grocery store? Kota told me to go with them.”
Luke waved at me for a second to get my attention. “Tell him to stop yelling.”
“What do we do?” I asked North.
“Have Nathan red line Silas so we can get your location.”
Nathan stuffed a hand into his pocket for his phone. “On it.” He stabbed at the screen.
“Is Silas getting it?” I asked North.
“We’ve got it. Have Luke keep driving. Don’t let him stop.”
I repeated it to Luke. “What else?” 
“Just hang on, Baby. We’re coming for you.” He hung up.
Luke drove at five miles under the speed limit and took a long road around the block and back in a direction where we were facing town. “They better hurry up,” Luke said. “We’ve got groceries melting in the back.”
“Got a little more to worry about right now,” Nathan said. He angled his head at the rearview mirror and then at the side mirror. “His car windows are tinted too dark to see who it could be.”
“We should check the plate,” Luke said.
“We tried that,” Nathan said. “They’ve been lifting old plates and planting fake registration stickers on them. And we haven’t been able to get close enough to catch a VIN number. The guy’s always in it. And we’re not allowed to shadow him.”
“Should we call the police?” I asked. “Could we tell them we’re being followed?”
“No,” they both said at the same time.
I blushed. “Why not?”
Nathan glanced back at me. “We don’t really want the cops knowing about you.”
“Because of my parents?” 
Nathan’s eyes darkened. “Yeah, that.”
I became distracted watching the car behind us. The sun was setting, and with the front lights on, it was harder to look at it and discover anything identifiable. Whoever it was wasn’t hiding the fact that they were trying to follow us now.
We were about to cross another road into a run-down part of the city when a text message came through my phone.
Silas: Tell Luke to speed up.
“Silas says to speed up,” I said.
Luke nodded, his knee jerking as he pushed harder on the gas.
The car surged forward. The moment there was a space big enough, a black SUV pulled around into the left hand lane into oncoming traffic from behind the blue car. It raced forward, sliding up in-between the cars.
When the SUV was securely in place, it slowed considerably.
Another text came through on my phone.
Silas: Next turn, make a right. Head home.
“Make the next right and then head home.”
“What is he doing?” Nathan asked, checking out the side mirror.
I turned on my knees in my seat, looking back. I could see North driving and Silas holding his phone, and also another device in his hand. I wondered where they got the SUV from. North has a motorcycle, the Jeep, a truck and an SUV?
North’s head twisted, catching me out. I could see his mouth moving. Silas did something with the phone in his hand. My phone started vibrating.
Silas: Get your seatbelt on.
I groaned, turned around and sat, putting on my belt. Luke made the next turn. The SUV came to a complete stop in the road, blocking the blue car. Luke weaved his way through a neighborhood and took a back road.
“Isn’t the guy going to figure out we tricked him?” I asked, still trying to twist around to watch what was going on behind us just in case.
Nathan leaned back against the seat. “He’ll probably think North is some asshole driver who doesn’t know his way around. That car isn’t registered to him.”
“Won’t he just go back to Kota’s house? Or mine?”
“We need him to not see us unloading the car, and take this car back to Kota’s house,” he said. “The less he sees of you, the better.”
“Why me?” I asked. “Why aren’t we making sure Kota isn’t being followed? Isn’t that why he’s following this car? Because he thinks Kota is here?”
Nathan trapped my chin with his fingers, ensuring I focused on him. “Kota’s the most boring person on the planet to follow around. If Mr. Hendricks is looking for dirt, he’s following the wrong person.”
“He’s the distraction?” I asked.
Nathan grinned. “He’s an interest to them because they think he’ll be at the heart of whatever they think we’re doing. If all he does is mow the lawn and walk the dog, they’re going to have to give up.”
“And they’ll start following you or me,” I said.
Nathan shook his head. “If they had the resources to follow more than a couple of people, they would have followed all of us and Mr. Hendricks wouldn’t be asking you for help. He won’t follow you since you’re not in the Academy. If he does decide to, we’ll change tactics.”
Luke sighed, making a turn back onto a main road on the way to Sunnyvale Court. “I’d still like to know who’s following us.”
“It’s not too important right now,” Nathan said. “We have orders to pretend we don’t notice it. If we can’t figure it out just by looking at the outside of the car, we’ll just have to wait this thing out.”
I leaned against Nathan, staring off out the front at the road, and glancing at all the mirrors. Despite what he said, it left me uncomfortable. If whoever was following Kota happened to notice my parents never showed up and never came around, they could use that to their advantage somehow.
I couldn’t imagine what he’d ask of me if Mr. Hendricks ever discovered the truth.



SECRET DREAMS
When we got back, we told Kota everything. Kota had us unload the car quickly. He drove it back to his house and remained there.
Nathan had wanted to stay, too, but Kota had him go home.
“We want to fall into routines and only give them something of interest when we feel like it,” Kota said. “I don’t know how much they’re paying attention, but he can see your house from mine. You need to go home and pretend to be boring like me, too. At least for tonight.”
Luke stayed with me, though. I was in the attic space, picking out clothes for the next day for school, and wondering what to wear to the football game and party afterward. I almost wished Gabriel was there so I could have his help with that. It occurred to me I should ask if he wanted to go, too. 
“Luke?” I called to the open door.
Luke appeared a moment later, his blond hair was down, hanging around his shoulders. He’d replaced the school uniform with a pair of dark pajama bottoms and was bare chested. “Yeah?”
“Did you want to go to the game tomorrow?”
“You want a date?”
My face radiated. He’d said it like it was something he was waiting for but he wasn’t expecting the question right that second. Him, too? Now it suddenly felt like they all wanted to go on a date and they were trying to figure out where I stood with them. How did this became more complicated than ever? “Kota and Nathan are taking me. I was wondering if you wanted to go.”
His smile softened. “Oh. Well I can’t go. Uncle wants me at the restaurant tomorrow afternoon.”
“Working already?”
“Gabriel is coming with me. He wants to do last minute decor stuff.”
That brought the smile back to my lips. They were busy anyway. That relieved some guilt about not asking earlier. “That sounds like something he’d do.”
“I didn’t know you liked football.”
“Your brother is playing,” I said, trying to suggest he should be interested for the same reason, to support North. “But if you’re going to be at the diner, maybe we can stop by after. I can’t wait to see it.”
“Oh,” he said, but the tone had dropped enough that it surprised me. When I looked back at him, he was frowning, but he tried to mask it, forcing a smile. 
“Unless you’ll be busy,” I said, unsure if that’s what he meant. Did he think I’d be in the way? Or did he want to wait to show me later? “Should we wait until it opens up?”
The smile warmed a little, but only a touch. “If you want.”
It broke my heart. I wasn’t sure what I’d said that made him unhappy. “Luke? What’s wrong?”
“What? Nothing.”
I frowned. I held out a hand to him, inviting him inside. 
He seemed surprised by this, but his hand drifted out toward mine, wrapping around my fingers and holding. I tugged him into the attic. He followed me to the back, where there was a platform and the bean bag chair and the collection of pictures glued to the wall. I nudged him up into the two person chair first. He climbed up, sitting back. I climbed in after him, sitting next to him but tucking my legs underneath me, and my knees ended up in his lap. 
Even next to him like this, sitting back and looking at him, he seemed uncomfortable, distant. 
“Luke?” I wasn’t sure where to start.
He sighed, tilted his head around until his dark eyes met mine. The moment he looked at me, I was struck dumb by his beautiful face, the perfect mouth and angles, and also by the waves of emotion he shifted toward me. “Sang,” he said quietly. His fingers found my cheek in the dark, and he traced the outside of my jaw.
His touch forced a shiver through me. “What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Don’t ask me that,” he whispered.
“But ...” I didn’t understand. Was it that he didn’t want me to know? He didn’t trust me?
His mouth dipped in the corner and he sighed. “Would you be offended if I told you I didn’t want you to come to the diner?”
This wasn’t what I was expecting. “What do you mean? I thought you wanted me to work there with you.”
“I do. I mean I did ...” He grunted, pulling his hand back and he pushed both palms to his face. “Forget I said anything. It’s stupid.”
“Luke, just tell me.”
He drew his hands away from his face, wrapping one arm around my back and gazing down at me. “I was just thinking I barely get to see you now. I mean I see you every day but we’re always so busy. It’s like the first time in a while I’ve been with you without having Kota bark at us about homework or needing to be quiet so we don’t let your mom know we’re here. And if you start working at the diner ...”
“But if I’m working at the diner, I’ll spend a lot more time with you, won’t I?”
“Yeah, that,” he said. “But we’ll be working. But it isn’t only that. There will be other people there, too.”
I laughed. “Yeah. They’re called customers.”
“And other people working.”
“Like your uncle?”
He pursed his lips, his eyes losing their playful spark. “I’m not supposed to tell you.”
This struck me, and I instantly knew what he was saying without him telling me. I supposed I shouldn’t talk about what I knew out loud but it surprised me so much that my lips were flying. “Other Academy people?”
He grunted, but nodded. “Yeah.”
It should have been obvious to me that there were more Academy students, some who knew Luke and the others, and they’d also like a chance to work in a place that understood Academy business sometimes meant disappearing. Academy people might even stop by as customers. “What’s wrong with that?” I asked. “Is that bad? Do you not like them?”
“No, I like them,” he said. “But we haven’t really told them about you yet.”
“Oh,” I said, almost disappointed. “Am I a secret?”
“Not really,” he said. His gaze lifted from his hand in his lap to me. “I wish I could keep you a secret, though. I want to.”
The longing in his eyes struck me that I whispered. “Luke ...”
“Sang,” he said. His hand in his lap slid over until it captured one of mine. He held it, squeezing my palm. “I don’t want you to meet them because I don’t want you to leave us.”
It was like a wash of cool water struck my thudding heart, stopping it dead. I didn’t know how to formulate the question his response had me pondering. “Would ... would the Academy keep me from you if they knew about me?”
Luke’s eyes widened. He shook his head. “No, sweetie, no. It doesn’t work like that.”
My heart released itself, starting to thunder again. “I don’t understand. You made it sound like if they knew, they’d take me away or order us to stop seeing each other. I don’t want to be taken.”
Luke’s mouth finally broke, a small smile forming in the corner. “No, Sang, no, that’s not ... sorry. I’m not good at explaining.” He sighed, straightened a little to collect my other hand and held them together toward his bare chest. “What I’m saying is, everyone in the Academy is really nice. Nice and helpful and capable and talented.”
“Like you,” I said absently, trying to understand his point.
His smile broadened. “Some much more talented than me.”
My hands clutched at his chest as he pressed my palms to it. “You’re worried I’ll like them better?”
Luke let out a breath, strong enough I felt it whispering through my hair across my forehead. “Family is a choice,” he said quietly.
The line and realization that came with it struck me so hard that I nearly clawed his chest. I released him to avoid hurting him. “You think I’d like them better and I’ll replace you with someone else?”
“I don’t want to think so,” he said. 
I slapped at his chest. “Luke! I swear, I thought you were going to tell me they were going to ... Why would you ever ... how could you think ...” I was livid. I couldn’t imagine anyone ever luring me away from them. As if that would ever happen! I never talked to anyone but them. Why would anyone even bother? I thought they barely put up with me now, especially since I’ve been so much trouble. But they’ve done so much for me, how could I ever forget about them?
Luke smirked, rubbing at his chest where I’d hit him. “Is that a no?”
I wasn’t even sure what the question was. “If you don’t want me to work at the diner, I won’t, but don’t say it’s because you’ll think I’ll stop liking you.”
Luke’s face fell a little. “It’s always possible.”
“Why would I stop?”
He blinked at me. “What?”
“Why would I stop liking you?” 
His lips moved like he wanted to respond but he couldn’t figure out the words. He reached behind his head, rubbing at his scalp behind his ear. “Well ...”
“And what if I liked someone else from the Academy? Does that mean I have to stop liking you?”
“No,” he said. “I just didn’t want you to like them better.”
I paused, pushing a finger to my mouth. “You could like them better,” I said. Isn’t that what I sometimes wondered about them? What if one day girls were approaching them and they started talking? What if he liked her more than me? Wouldn’t it be selfish of me to try to intervene? I’d thought at one point Victor liked someone else at school. Then Silas told me girls tried to win Victor over all the time. I was a girl trying to blend in and be ordinary, and with a whole lot of family problems. They’d swept in and saved me, and I cared deeply for them because of that reason. I also worried all the time they’d get tired of having to deal with it and would want friends, or girlfriends, without such complications.
Luke laughed. “I already know them. Most of them at least.”
“And you’re still with Kota. And you’re here with me.”
His eyes subdued. “Yes.”
“Why do you think I’ll be different?”
“You don’t know them yet. You could still like them better.”
Something Mr. Blackbourne told me earlier caught in my mind. “We can’t worry about things that might happen,” I said.
Luke’s eyes fixed on me. “Sang.”
“Yes?”
His head tilted forward, close enough to my face that I felt his breath on my cheek. “I can’t stop thinking about it. About you ...” He whispered.
My heart stilled and I held my breath, worried I’d miss his words. I was afraid to speak, afraid to interrupt but when he paused, I was worried he’d change his mind and wouldn’t tell me. “What do you mean?” I whispered.
He took up one of my hands again, bringing them to his mouth. He pressed my finger tips to his mouth as if covering them. He kissed them.
I stiffened, afraid and enthralled at the same time. Luke just kissed my fingers.
“Remember when we all slept at Kota’s?” he said behind my fingers. “When we were in the closet together?”
I nodded slowly, drawing in a breath and unable to look away from his handsome face gazing back at me. 
“I pulled you in with me, and you looked so nervous. It was dark.” He twisted slightly, finding the light switch and turning off the overhead lights. When we were cast into darkness, the room lit up with glowing stars painted into the wall. “Darker than this.”
I nodded but realized he probably couldn’t see me. “I remember.”
His fingers found my mouth in the dim light, the tips traced against my lips. The gentle touch left me trembling. “Playing that joke on the others wasn’t what I really wanted.”
My lips trailed along his fingers as I tried to speak around them in a whisper. “What did you want?”
He covered my mouth with his fingers and leaned in closer. His eyes closed.
So did mine. My mind blanked out. 
I felt his lips through his fingers. He kissed them like he did the night we were in that closet. My heart sparked something sharply, enough that I felt my lungs needed air. Unlike the night in the closet, where I was giggling and knowing the others were opening the door, this time there was nothing to interrupt. I felt every movement of his lips.
He pulled back, his fingers retraced my lips and brushed away toward my cheek. He cupped my cheeks into his palms. The palms were soothing, and his fingers massaged at my skin. “I was going to move my fingers,” he said. “At the last minute, when I knew you were close. I was going to move my hand.”
“Luke ...”
“I was going to steal a kiss,” he said. The glow of the stars above our heads outlined his face now, and while it was difficult to see his eyes, he focused on me, enough to drown me where I sat next to him. “I wanted to steal you away from them by kissing you first, and do it right in front of all of them.”
There it was. Everything I was worried they were trying to do, only I didn’t quite understand. Luke wanted me? “You didn’t,” I said.
His lips tightened in the corners. “No.”
“Why not?” Whoa. What was I asking? I made it sound like I wouldn’t have minded. He was talking about stealing me away from Kota and the others. Part of me was curious, though. I really wanted to know. 
Luke’s eyes widened, his palms at my cheeks drew me in an inch closer. “Because I didn’t want you to hate me. You’d said earlier you didn’t think someone should be forced to kiss someone. I thought maybe you wouldn’t want me to.” He brought my hand to his mouth, kissing my fingertips one at a time. “I don’t want to trick you, Sang. Not now. I didn’t want to steal a kiss. I don’t want our first kiss to be like that.”
My breath escaped me again. He was thinking about a kiss. “What do you want it to be like?”
His mouth popped open. He beamed. “You mean you’re not mad at me for wanting to steal you?”
“How can I be mad about something you didn’t do?” I asked. “I mean, you changed your mind. It’s not like you did it and now you’re asking me to forgive you.” 
He laughed. “Forgiveness and permission, huh?”
I didn’t understand but I made the mistake of nodding, as if I knew what he was talking about.
He smiled at this, settling back into the bean bag chair. He tugged me along with him. His fingers threaded through my hair, pressing my cheek to his chest. He nuzzled the top of my head with his cheek. “Where would you want our first kiss to be?”
I blushed, afraid to answer him. It was like admitting I wanted him to and I didn’t even know what it would mean. Would kissing him mean I couldn’t kiss anyone else? Nathan already kissed my hand. I almost kissed Kota ... or maybe I didn’t. Even in the dim light, I worried he could sense my embarrassed face. “I don’t ... I’m not sure.”
“I was going to say inside Kota’s closet, but that’s probably a terrible place,” he said. “I mean, what would we tell everyone?”
“Maybe at the diner,” I suggested. “Where we first met.”
“Ah. Yeah. That’d be good.” His fingers combed through my hair, and traced down along my neck. “One night, we’ll work super late. Maybe there’s a lingering crowd. You’d be frustrated with the register that stopped working. I’d have a rough table, with kids that are whining. People are yelling at both of us to hurry.”
“This sounds ... amazing,” I said, not hiding my surprise. Did that sound romantic to him?
He laughed. “Maybe someone gets frustrated with you, drops cash into your palms to pay and walks out. You’re about ready to fall apart and quit and walk home.”
“I wouldn’t quit on you,” I said, convinced that was true.
“Hang on, I’m getting to the best part.” He pushed his cheek to my head. “I’d find you. I’d come over to the register.” He pulled back from me, picking my head up in both palms, glancing into my eyes in the dim light. 
My heart thundered. My fingers found his lips, covering his mouth like he’d done to me before and my mind catching on to his vivid imagination. “People would be watching,” I said quietly. “Wondering if you’re about to fire me or start yelling.”
His eyes locked on mine. “I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. I’d jump the counter to get near you.”
I brought my fingertips from his mouth to mine, covering my lips. “I’d back up against the wall to give you room.”
“I’d follow you,” he said, he drew close, his lips hovering over my fingers covering my mouth. His breath caressed my face. “I’d hold you like this, meaning to say something positive to keep you there. Then I’d get lost in those crazy eyes of yours. I’d tell you how I needed you now.”
I lost the comment I had prepared, something funny to retort. All that escaped my lips was a soft inhale, breathing in his sugar and vanilla scent.
He bent his head, closing his eyes. He kissed my fingers over my mouth. His lips parted, caressing my hand, warming. My eyes closed through their own will, my lips parting and slack against my own fingers. It wasn’t a direct kiss, of course, but my heart flipped in my chest. It was more intimate than Nathan kissing my hand.
He kissed my hand again, and slowly backed his head away, his eyes slits as he gazed at me. “I need you, Sang,” he whispered. “Don’t leave me.”
“I won’t,” I whispered through my fingers, terrified to move. I didn’t want to mess up and ruin the moment. “If you want me to stay ...”
“I want you, Sang,” he said, his voice strengthening. “Stay with us ... with me.”
The way he said it sent me spiraling with worries. This was what he wanted from me all along. He really was worried I’d leave. Was it because he thought someone from the Academy, the others who would work there and meet me, could they ever sway me? Didn’t he realize how grateful I was to them? 
The phone in my bra started to buzz to life. With him so close, he felt it, too. I kept my hand over my lips, and my free hand pulled the phone out. It was a call from North.
My eyes widened. I pushed the button and held the phone to my ear. “Yes?” I said through my fingers.
Luke leaned in like he was going to listen, but his lips found my hand again over my mouth. 
“Where’s Luke?” North demanded.
Luke grinned as he kissed my fingers. I had to back my head away from my hand to respond to North. “Right here,” I said. Literally.
“Why doesn’t he have his phone? I tried calling,” North bellowed. “Give him the phone.”
I held the phone out to Luke. “It’s for you.”
Luke groaned, backing off of me to sit back. He put the phone to his ear. “What?”
I couldn’t hear what North was saying, but he sounded angry. Luke wasn’t responding, only listening. He glanced at me occasionally. I gave him puzzled looks but he only shook his head. 
Luke readily agreed with North and hung up on him, rolling his eyes. “We’re supposed to go to sleep. And I’m not allowed to take you shopping again.”
“While we’re being watched?” I asked.
“I think he meant ever.”
I pouted. “That’s not fair. We didn’t do anything.”
“I know,” Luke said. He pushed a palm to his forehead. “He’s not always Mr. Sunshine of course, but he’s been worse than usual lately.”
“Is he okay?”
“I don’t know.” Luke dropped his hand from his face and reached to snap the light on. “But I hope he gets over it soon. I might not be able to take it.”
I sighed, following Luke back out into the bedroom. I wondered if it was my fault. Maybe I’d been waking him up early with asking about dreams too often. 



A BRIEF ENCOUNTER
Friday morning, Luke shook me awake. “Sang, you’re dreaming.”
I groaned, rolling over. “I know,” I said. I pushed my face back into the pillow. I’d hardly slept all night and the one point I did sleep, it felt like I did nothing but dream.
“Come on. Get up and tell me about it.”
I grumbled, sitting up and pushing the covers back. Luke sat cross-legged on the bed. He held his arms open. I absentmindedly crawled into his lap, grateful for a cozy spot to wake up in. “I don’t want to tell you,” I said. “It’s pointless.”
“Tell me anyway,” he said. He wrapped his arms around my waist, pressing his cheek to my forehead. “Please?”
I sighed. “I dreamed there was a big wolf trying to get after me. I was running through some building to get away.”
He cupped my cheek in his palm. “Did he get you?”
“Almost.”
“But he didn’t,” Luke said. “Did I wake you in time?”
I nodded.
Luke smiled. He picked up my hand, bringing the fingers to his lips. He kissed my knuckles. “I saved you.”
I wanted to resist, but my lips betrayed me, curling up at the corners. “Yes.”
“Good,” he said. He focused on me, pushing my fingers to my own mouth. I stilled, and he leaned in, closed his eyes, and kissed my fingers while I pressed them to my mouth. He backed away, smiling. “I like saving you.”
I playfully rolled my eyes. “Luke ...”
He nudged me to get up. “Let’s get going before we’re late and Kota comes in after us.”
The thought of Kota had my heart pounding again. It seemed every moment I was getting closer to disaster. Luke was nearly kissing my mouth. I wondered about the next time someone would ask for a date, or find out about the kissing. 
If Kota only knew ...
I took extra care in the bath that morning, shaving, scrubbing clean every part, and washing my hair in Gabriel’s special shampoo that he’d made for me. While the evenings have finally been cooling off a little, the days were still very warm. I put on one of the nicer darker skirts, and matched it with a pink T-shirt Gabriel had commented on going with it. 
I found Luke downstairs, already dressed and waiting with my bags in hand. He beamed at me, his eyes sliding across the clothes and he seemed to approve. “Ready?”
I was about to say yes, when I stopped. “Do you think Kota would mind if I asked Marie if she wanted a ride?”
“Of course not.”
“Let me go ask.”
I stumbled back up the stairs again, knocking softly at Marie’s door. “Marie?”
I heard mumbling.
“Do you want a ride to school? You can come with us.”
There was more mumbling. I wasn’t sure what she was saying but I waited, hesitant to leave her alone and have her miss school again.
The door swung open. Marie wavered in the doorway, combing her fingers through her hair. She did a pony tail behind her head. The blue T-shirt she wore looked like the same one she had on yesterday. “Why do you all leave so early?”
“We get there before it’s crowded and the parking lot is full,” I said, relieved she was up. “Would you like a ride?”
“I said yes,” she grumbled. She disappeared again, grabbing her bookbag. “Let’s go.”
Despite what Luke said, I was nervous walking out to Kota’s car waiting in the driveway. I wondered if Kota would be upset that I’d asked Marie without actually talking to him first. 
Kota didn’t miss a beat. He popped out of the driver’s side quickly, opening the rear side door. 
“Morning,” he said, looking at Marie first but his eyes slid to me, beaming. “Everything okay?”
“Yes,” I said. In an effort to keep Marie from getting nervous, I slid into the middle. Luke sat on one side, Marie on the other. 
Nathan sat in the front passenger seat. He twisted to look back at us. “Everyone good?”
I nodded, buckling in. Luke’s leg casually pressed to mine but Marie seemed to make an effort to avoid touching me despite the crowded back seat. I didn’t totally mind. I wanted to get along with her, but if I were honest, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d touched her. That was a little too much for me right now.
The car ride was quiet, which was unusual. Kota normally asked us if homework was done and a number of other things, possibly to keep us awake. At school, Marie hopped out quickly, mumbled something and headed inside.
We stood together outside of Kota’s car, watching as Marie walked ahead of us toward the building.
“At least she’s here,” I said.
“It might not be a good thing she is,” Nathan said. “She might tell Danielle what’s going on.”
“Can’t worry about it now,” Kota said. He found my hand, tugging me along.
When we got inside the school, I fell in behind Kota and Nathan as they started talking. They shoved open the doors to the courtyard. 
Rocky and Jay stood just inside. They turned toward us. They both wore orange football jerseys over their T-shirts.
Rocky’s eyes fixated on me. “Speak of the devil.” His smile broadened as his eyes slid down over my clothes. “Love the skirt.”
I smothered a cold shiver. They’d been talking about me? I glanced at Kota and Nathan for help. 
“How’s it going, Rocky?” Kota said. “I hear you’ve got a good chance to win at the football game tonight. Should be a good first game.” His tone was friendly, but there was a hint behind it that he was forcing the niceties. It was enough to get my skin to prickle. Rocky might have helped us out once when we were in a fight before, but I didn’t think any of the guys trusted him completely.
Rocky turned his attention on him and shrugged. “The first couple of games are always the toughest.” 
“It should be interesting,” Jay said. His smoothly shaved head made his broad jaw and facial features that much more intimidating. What struck me about him was how cold his eyes were, as if he didn’t really care much about anything. “Will have to see if Silas and North will be able to pull their weight.”
“I’ve seen them play before,” Kota said. “When it matters, they’ll step up.”
“We’ll see,” Rocky said. His eyes floated back to me. I steeled myself so I didn’t end up cringing behind Kota. “You’ll be at the party tonight?” Rocky asked me.
Was he talking about the same one Silas wanted me to go to? “I ... think so.”
“We’ll be going,” Nathan said, side stepping until his arm was pressed against mine. 
Rocky and Jay perked up with interest at this. “Silas said she was going...” Rocky started to say.
Nathan stood his ground, but he had his eyebrow cocked, curious but aware he might have just messed up whatever Silas had said. “I mean Sang’s going and Kota and I will probably be there, too. I think it’s all the same party, right?”
Rocky shrugged. “Don’t know of another one.” He glanced back at me and winked. “See you there.” He stepped forward, clearly intending to walk past us, except he made a point to walk between Nathan and I. I stepped aside to give him room. Nathan hadn’t budged. I hadn’t moved fast enough to give him room and Rocky ended up bumping into me. As he did, he leaned in a little. “Can’t wait.”



THERE’S CUTE, AND THEN THERE’S TOO CUTE
Most of the morning was quiet. I didn’t get called up, and Mr. Blackbourne had me go over more memory exercises. This time it consisted of looking at photographs and scanning quickly for details and relaying the details back to him. It seemed pointless, but I trusted him, so I did my best.
At lunch, we collected out in the courtyard. Since there was a game tonight, all of the football players were in orange jerseys, including Silas and North. It was odd to see North wearing anything but his usual black, and the required uniform they wore to school. I honestly couldn’t take my eyes off of him. 
“Stop staring,” North said, for the third time that day. He sat on the bench opposite of me. He smoothed his hand over the numbers on the front. “I keep thinking I’ve ripped it.”
“That’s when you know you wear too much of the same stuff,” Gabriel said. He sat down on the grass between us. “You’re dazzling us all. I swear, you look almost human.”
North stretched a foot out toward Gabriel’s back, knocking him over. 
Nathan sat with me on the bench, picking potato chips out of a bag and occasionally offering me some. I shared my water with him. Kota sat on my other side, eating a sandwich and punching something into his phone. 
“Ready for tonight?” Nathan asked me, chewing on a chip.
“I suppose. I don’t know what I’m supposed to be ready for.”
“Chaos,” Kota said, without looking up from his phone. 
Nathan laughed. “It won’t be that bad.”
“Close enough,” Kota said.
Nathan rolled his eyes. He pulled a chip out of the bag and held it out to me. “Last one,” he said.
I opened my mouth, expecting the chip, but he zoomed it past my lips and brought it to his own mouth and ate it. I laughed, shaking my head. “You tease,” I said.
Nathan smirked, held out a finger. “Consolation prize,” he said, pushing his finger to my lip.
Out of almost instinct now, I opened my mouth, and he pushed his finger inside. I bit down, giving it a gentle bite. He grinned.
“What the fuck ... get your god damn fingers out of her mouth,” North barked at us.
North’s protest startled me so badly I nearly bit into Nathan’s finger. I had enough control to unhinge my mouth.
“What?” Nathan said. “She does it all the time.”
My eyes widened and I was blushing as six pairs of eyes floated over to me, all curious. 
“See, look,” Nathan said. He shoved two fingers toward my face.
I was still blushing, avoiding eyes as I was sure they would be angry to discover what Nathan and I had been doing when we were alone. My mouth still opened at Nathan’s prodding. He slipped his fingers in my mouth and I bit down, chewing. 
“Sang Baby,” North said, “you don’t know where his fingers have been. You’ll get sick.”
“I wouldn’t give her dirty fingers.” Nathan picked up my hand, pulled it toward his mouth and popped a couple of fingers inside. “Ain’t that right, Peanut?” he asked as he started chewing.
I tried to grimace around his fingers.
“God damn it,” Gabriel said, pointing a finger at Nathan. “You’re the one fucking up her fingers. I thought she picked up chewing her nails but I haven’t been able to catch her doing it. It’s been you.”
Nathan groaned, sucking the saliva off my fingers before pulling them out of his mouth. “They’re not messed up,” he said, but he checked my fingers over. “They look funny now because I just bit them.”
“How can you like that?” Kota asked me. “He’s biting you.”
I shrugged, pulling Nathan’s fingers out of my mouth and holding his hand in my lap to get him to stop. I was embarrassed now. “It doesn’t hurt,” I said, blushing.
“Let me see,” Kota said.
“No,” Nathan said. “That’s our thing.”
“I just want to see,” Kota said, although his cheeks tinged.
My heart fluttered in my chest. I couldn’t believe this. Why were we talking about this here in the courtyard? My eyes fluttered to the windows around us, wondering if other people were watching, or worse, if Mr. McCoy was lurking nearby.
At Kota’s prodding though, I opened my mouth. With his fingers inside my mouth, I bit down with the same pressure I used for Nathan.
Kota yanked his fingers from my face. “Ouch,” he said, waving his fingers in the air. “How can you stand that?”
“Doesn’t hurt me,” Nathan said, beaming. “It’s actually kind of nice.”
“Sang,” North said. “Don’t go biting his fingers. You’ll pick up germs and you’ll get sick.”
“Hey, why aren’t you worried about her giving me germs?” Nathan asked, taking my hand again and putting it near his face.
“You should know better.”
“Dude, she’s not five,” Nathan said. “She can make her own choices.”
“She can choose. She can choose not to get some crazy disease you’ve picked up from the two thousand dirty minions floating around here. She can choose not to get McCoy calling her into the office today.”
Nathan shrugged him off. He pecked at my fingertip before shoving one into his mouth, biting down.
“He’s probably right,” Victor said. He’d been the one I was avoiding looking at the most. Now when I did, he didn’t seem angry, only mildly curious. Part of me felt it was worse. Did he not care? “If McCoy sees you, you might get her detention again.”
“Fuck McCoy,” Nathan said, but he pulled my hand back out of his mouth, and instead held it in his lap defiantly. “That guy needs to back off.”
The bell rang for our next class. It was a relief to me. I enjoyed hanging out with the guys, but at the moment, I wasn’t sure how to handle them. I wanted to support Nathan, but I also cared about what everyone else thought. Did Nathan biting my fingers mean something?
Everyone hopped up. I was grabbing my bag when Silas stepped up next to me. He looked good in his jersey, despite it being a bright orange and brown. Not my favorite colors.
I was just putting my book bag on when he grabbed my hand. 
“Come on,” he said, his dark hair shifting, nearly falling into his eyes. 
I smiled after him. “In a hurry for biology?”
He smiled back at me, urging me forward. I waved goodbye to the others and rushed with Silas to our next class.
In biology, I fell into my usual seat and he dropped in behind me. I was putting my book bag next to my chair when Silas held out a closed hand.
“Here,” he said, his face failing to hold back a broad smile. “I got you something.”
I blinked in surprise and held my palm open for him. He released a pink and blue terry cloth sports band. 
“Wow, cool,” I said, grinning and I put it on my wrist. “Thank you.”
“Look,” he said, and he held up his arm, showing a matching blue one, with a very thin pink stripe going through the middle.
My mouth popped open in surprise. “Silas ...”
“I wasn’t sure if I’d see you before the game, so I wanted to give it to you now,” he said. “I thought since it’s the first game, I’d start a tradition with you.”
“A tradition?”
“Maybe it’ll turn into a good luck charm,” he said. “All the pros have something. I’d rather it not be wearing the same underwear through all the games.”
I laughed, shaking my head. “Yeah, don’t start that. So it’s going to be us wearing similar colored wrist bands?”
He beamed, nodding. “I know you can’t come to all the games, but ...”
I blinked. “What do you mean? Why can’t I come to all the games?”
He tilted my head and smiled after me. “Well, I mean you can if you want, but there’s away games and you might be busy.”
“Everyone keeps telling me I’ll be busy. So far I’m busy with you guys,” I said.
Silas laughed, pressing a palm over his chest. “Aggele mou, you haven’t even started being busy yet.”
My mouth fell open. “It gets busier?”
He winked at me, but the biology teacher was directing our attention. I had to sit back and pretend to pay attention.
Silas sat back, but his long legs slid underneath my chair. Out of habit now, I rocked my ankles against his leg, slightly resting. This time though, Silas pressed his leg slightly back, which surprised me. I thought he wanted more room. When I pushed my foot slightly out of his way, he backed his feet up, slipping them around mine and pushed my ankles together with his legs, trapping my legs between his.
I smiled, staring blankly ahead as the biology teacher continued the lecture. Silas kept his legs around mine for the rest of the class. My heart was thudding the entire time. It felt like Silas nearly hugging me. I couldn’t stop thinking about him, which again left me guilty. 
I wanted to trust them that they knew what they were doing, but I also was in way over my head. I had no idea what to do.



DATE NIGHT
Marie returned home with us, finding the car after school was over. This time it was just Kota and Nathan and I. Luke went with Victor and Gabriel. North and Silas were sticking together after school to get ready for the first game.
When we got to Sunnyvale, Marie hopped out of the car but waited for me to get out.
“I think I’m going to hang out with Danielle this weekend,” she said. 
I nodded, but understood her tone. She was waiting for me to tell her what I was doing. I glanced at Nathan, who was shaking his head but I didn’t understand what he meant. “Well, I think we’ll be ...”
“Hanging around here,” Kota said over me. He looked back at Marie. “We might pop over to my house or Nathan’s for a little bit but for the most part we’ll probably stay here.”
Marie nodded like she was expecting this. She headed toward the house.
“Kota,” I said quietly after Marie was out of earshot.
He leaned close to me as we approached the side door. “If she thinks we’re hanging out here, she’s less likely to bring Danielle over,” Kota said. “I’d rather if it were going to happen that we are actually here. Maybe next weekend. But this weekend, we’re too busy. You won’t be here.”
I nodded. It made sense but it distracted me at how easily he lied to her. 
When we were inside, Kota had us all sit down and do our homework in the living room.
“Let’s get it out of the way,” he said. 
Nathan grumbled but started pulling books out of his bag. Kota disappeared into the kitchen to grab water bottles and a packet of crackers for us. 
Homework was usually not a problem for me, but today I kept my phone out in front of me on the floor as I worked. I checked the time every couple of minutes. I didn’t want to be late to the game.
“I’m going to take that phone from you,” Kota said, not looking up from the textbook he was reading.
“I’m just checking the time.”
Nathan lunged over and snatched up my phone. “Finish up.”
I grunted, but I figured I might have been a little distracting.
When the last bit of homework was finished, I snapped my books shut and started stuffing them all into my bag.
Kota glanced up. “Done?”
“Yup.”
He grinned. “Do you want to study?”
“Nope.”
Nathan laughed, dropping a hand on top of my head and rubbing. “At least she’s honest.”
“What do we do?” I asked. I wasn’t sure how to prepare for a football game or a party.
Kota closed his textbook, stuffing it into his bag. “Can you guys do me a favor?”
I picked my head up. A favor for Kota? “Yeah,” I said. “What do we do?”
“My mom hasn’t stopped bugging me about taking you out,” he said. He looked at Nathan. “I’m going to drive over to my house. When you guys are ready, Sang, you show up at the front door. Nathan, just climb into the back seat of the car and wait.”
Nathan started laughing. “No, I want to see this.”
Kota rolled his eyes. “Please? She’s asking me all the time why I’m not taking Sang out. Now I can show her I am. Maybe she’ll calm down. If you’re there, she’ll complain it isn’t a real date or something.”
Why was he waiting until the last minute to tell us? And why did he have to make it sound that he really didn’t want to go out on a date with me at all and was only doing this to appease his mother? It made me wonder if he really wanted to go out tonight at all. It confused me more that Nathan accused him of being jealous of Silas asking me out before. There was no way he could be jealous of Silas if he didn’t want to go out with me in the first place. “Okay, I guess,” I said, feeling unsure and glancing at Nathan.
“Yes, okay,” Nathan said, rolling his eyes. “I’ll play along.”
♥♥♥ 
A half hour later, I walked toward Kota’s house. Nathan did his ninja thing, slipping through the yard and getting into the back of Kota’s car. He sprawled out into the back seat to not stand out. I thought he had the easy job. 
I stepped up to the front door and touched the doorbell button, listening to it ring. Why did this feel more awkward than normal? Wasn’t the guy supposed to pick the girl up at her house? 
Jessica, Kota’s little sister, answered the door. Her pink rimmed glasses were sliding down her nose but she adjusted them as she looked out at me. She beamed. “Hi, Sang,” she said.
“Hi, Jessica,” I responded. “Is Kota ready?”
“Yup,” she said, and she opened the door further, leaving it for me to close as she did a half skip off into the house. “Kota! Sang’s here.”
I closed the door behind me and turned around to find Erica appearing from around the corner of the hallway. She smiled at me, coming down the hall with her arms opened up for a hug.
“Hey girl,” she said. She never wavered, hugging me and air kissing near my cheek. I did my best not to stiffen. “Glad you’re here. I think he was getting nervous you wouldn’t show up.” 
I grinned. Kota was nervous? “I’m here now,” I said.
“Kota?” Erica called into the house.
“I’m right here,” Kota said, coming from around the corner of the living room. He’d changed from his school uniform to jeans and a green polo shirt and a blue zipper hoodie with a Nike logo. He paused, looking me over in the same short dark skirt and pink blouse I’d worn earlier to school. “Are you going to be warm enough?” he asked. “It’s supposed to get chilly tonight.”
“No, silly,” Erica said, patting him on the arm with her hand. “If she gets cold, you’re supposed to give her your jacket. And maybe wrap your arm around her. And maybe kiss her or something.”
“Mom,” Kota said, groaning.
“What?” Erica said, grinning after him. “I’m your mother. I’m allowed to pick on you about your first date.”
My head rocked back and my mouth parted in surprise. This was Kota’s first date? Or what she thought was his first? Suddenly I was embarrassed at the ruse we were putting on. I didn’t want to lie to her any more.
“We should get going,” Kota said. “We want to get good seats.”
“Wish North and Silas luck from me,” Erica said.
Kota approached the hallway. He tucked his head toward me. “Sorry,” he whispered, and straightened again. “Do we have everything?”
“Wait a second,” Erica said from the living room. We turned just in time to get a bright flash in our eyes. Erica pushed the camera’s button again and another flash went off. “Kota, put your arm around her.”
Kota grunted, but shoved an arm around my shoulders, clutching around my collarbone. “Hurry,” he said.
Erica flashed another picture. This time I thought enough to smile for it. “There,” she said. “That’s better.”
“Can we go now?” Kota asked.
“Yes,” she said.
“We’ll be back ...” Kota paused, checking his watch as if trying to figure out a time to estimate.
“If you’re back before midnight, I’ll skin you both,” she said. She waved us off. “Make him buy you dinner, Sang. I’ll see you later.”
Kota shook his head, rolling his eyes and opened the door for me.
I was still giggling when we got into Kota’s car.
“It’s not that funny,” Kota said, starting up the engine.
“What’s funny?” Nathan asked. “Can I get up yet?”
“Wait until we get out of Sunnyvale,” Kota said as he shifted the car into reverse.
“Erica took a picture,” I said.
“Holy shit,” Nathan said. “I want to see.”
“Later. It’s on her camera. Knowing her, she’ll probably get it framed.”
“We need a picture, Peanut,” Nathan said. “We need a Honey and Peanut picture. We need a camera. Let’s stop and get one.”
“You’ve got a phone,” Kota said.
“Oh yeah. We’ll do pictures tonight.”
Kota glanced out his rearview mirror. He sighed. “Looks like we have a friend following us.”
I glanced back, spotting a car sliding out of Sunnyvale. There was a car between us but as Kota turned onto another road, the car followed. “Kota...”
“This is getting annoying,” Nathan said. He sat up, scooting into the back seat. “Doesn’t this guy have something better to do?”
“It’s no big deal,” Kota said. “We’re on our way to the football game. If he wants to follow us, he’ll have to sit through the whole game. Although if he starts to follow us to this party, we may have to cancel.”
My eyes stayed on the side mirrors. At a particular turn, I caught the tint of the paint on the car. “It’s not the same car as before.”
Kota checked his rearview. “It looks the same.”
“This one’s a dark gray. The other car was like a really deep blue, almost black. It’s the same model but not the same color.”
“Are you sure?” Nathan asked. “It was getting dark yesterday.”
I turned in my seat, glancing out the back window to see it with my own eyes instead of through the mirror. Sure enough, the color was off. “Yeah. It’s a different color.”
Kota flicked his eyes back and forth from the rearview mirror to the road. “She might be right. The tires are a little different.”
Nathan groaned, and slipped a hand through his reddish-brown hair. “So there’s two guys or one guy with two of the exact same car?”
“It might be how he’s been able to stay up all night several nights in a row,” Kota said. “Because there’s two people keeping tabs on our street.”
“So Mr. Hendricks has more than one person trying to follow you guys?”
Kota flicked his eyes back and forth again. He started to relax, sitting back a little and a soft smile started to emerge. “Good.”
My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Good? How can you say that?”
“The more people he has, it’s more than likely someone will screw up. We’ll be able to figure out who Mr. Hendricks hires, and why, and maybe they know something about why Mr. Hendricks is eager to get us out of his school.”
I kept an eye on the car, not willing to share his enthusiasm. 



DOUBLE DATE
At the school, the parking lot was already starting to fill up with cars. Our tail passed us when Kota turned into the parking lot. He wasn’t going to join us for a football game. It would have been too easy for us to get close in a crowd.
Kota spotted Silas’s blue sedan in the lot and parked next to it. When we got out, the sun was already starting to set beyond the tree line. I could feel the coolness Kota had mentioned settling in and almost wished I had brought a jacket. 
“Come on, Peanut,” Nathan said, finding my hand to hold. “Let’s go get a seat.”
“We’ll have to buy tickets,” Kota said.
This surprised me. I’d never been to a school event but I didn’t imagine having to pay for a ticket. For some reason I assumed it would be free. 
We followed the crowd flowing toward the football stadium on the other side of the school grounds. It was odd seeing Ashley Waters in the near dark. The place, surprisingly, looked even more gloomy than it did during the day, which didn’t seem possible. The school almost appeared asleep, with only a handful of lights on inside.
When we made it to the sidewalk that guided the way to the stadium, Nathan held my hand and walked on my left, and Kota stood arm to arm with me on my right. I was tempted to reach for his hand, too, but felt awkward doing it while Nathan was holding my hand already. 
Still, I didn’t want to leave him alone. Kota was my friend, too. 
In the darkness between overhead lighting while we walked the path, I slipped a pinkie toward his, brushing against it. 
It seemed to be all he needed. He hooked his pinkie with mine, holding strong to me next to him.
We walked together like that until we approached the booth where we had to get tickets. There, Kota let go, reaching into his pocket for his wallet and paying for three passes.
“When’s homecoming?” Nathan asked after we left the booth and started toward the gate that lead to the already lit up stadium. “When are we going to take her to that?”
“I think you have to ask her to that first before you assume she wants to go.”
Nathan laughed, shaking his head. “Let’s find out when it is. Hopefully we’re not working.”
My heart thundered. They were already planning future dates and I hadn’t been through this one yet! And this wasn’t even a date! Or was it? They were confusing.
We approached the entrance, and I fell back behind Nathan when Mr. McCoy appeared at the gate, apparently put in charge of checking tickets for the evening. 
Kota positioned a soothing palm against the back of my neck, urging me to step up next to him. “You’re doing nothing wrong,” he whispered to me. 
Nathan’s grip on my hand tightened, and Kota held on around my neck as we stepped closer as our turn approached. Mr. McCoy was barely glancing at faces. When we arrived at the gate though, he paused, glancing at me, and then at the boys on either side.
“Two dates tonight, Miss Sang?”
“Yup,” Nathan said, as if challenging him to say anything further about it.
Mr. McCoy’s eyes shifted over my clothes but he grunted and ripped our tickets, handing back the stubs. There was nothing he could do, I knew. My clothes fit into the regulations. He couldn’t leave his post and there were too many people. 
It didn’t stop the deep shiver in my spine from escaping.
“You’re fine, Sang,” Kota said again in my ear, letting go of my neck to go back to holding my pinkie with his.
It was over with for now. At least I knew where Mr. McCoy was. It had escaped me that being a school event that Mr. Hendricks and Mr. McCoy would be here tonight. 
As we got closer to the stadium seats, my own hands in the guys’ tightened. I bristled at the number of people already filling in the stands. Most were sitting as close as possible to the fifty yard line. Kota scanned the bleachers, pointing to a spot in the middle of a section closer to the scoreboard. We picked a spot in the middle. For now, our section was mostly empty.
“If it doesn’t get too crowded, they might be able to see us out here,” Kota said. He settled into the seat. I fell in next to him and Nathan slid in close to me on the other side.
My skin electrified with the crispness in the breeze and the excitement of being out of the house with the guys. I didn't have to worry about my stepmother finding out, and while I felt guilty about why she wasn’t able to, it felt amazing to know that for right now, I was almost normal. I was out with friends on a Friday evening.
As more people filled in the seats, I was absently staring out onto the field. I was eager to see Silas and North play. I ruffled my fingers over the blue and pink wrist band that Silas had given to me.
There were screechy announcements and people started walking over the field. The attention on our side of the stadium turned to the oncoming game. 
When the football team finally entered the field, I stood up, trying to spot Silas and North. Kota and Nathan stood next to me, scanning the players.
“Right there,” Kota said, pointing. 
Since they were all wearing the same uniforms, it was hard to tell even with him pointing. Eventually my eyes focused on Silas’s olive skin and dark hair, and next to him was North. If they had their helmets on, it would have been impossible to find them. I was excited for them, but we were so far away. I wasn’t sure they would know we were there.
“I wish we could get closer,” I said. 
“Let them get through this beginning part,” Kota said. “When they get ready to play, we’ll see if we can’t go down and wave to them.”
The other team lined up on the field alongside the Ashley Waters team. At first, I thought maybe they were only presenting the opposing team’s star players. When no one else joined them, and no other players stood on the opposite side’s benches, it stunned me.
“How come our team has so many people?”
Nathan turned to me. “What?”
“Our team has like a hundred people out there.”
“A hundred and twelve,” Kota said quickly.
“And the opposite team has...” I started counting off.
“Fifty seven,” Kota replied before I could finish counting.
I grinned. He was quick. “But why do we have almost twice as many players?”
“Our school is bigger,” Nathan said. “More people in the school, more people on the team.”
Is that how it worked? I understood only a few of them would be on the field at any given time. Wouldn’t it mean that fewer people would get to play? It just seemed odd. I tried to remember my old high school football team. I didn’t keep track but it didn’t seem like they had a hundred players, even if a lot more students wanted to be on the team.
And didn’t Ashley Waters have a JV team? This was varsity. So two football teams with so many players seemed like a lot.
“Sang,” Nathan said, dragging me out of my thoughts. He drug his phone out of his pocket. “Come here.”
Nathan wrapped an arm around me and towed me into cuddling close. He held the phone out in front of our faces. “Smile.”
I did my best, tucking my head next to his. The flash went off and he grinned, flipping the phone around to look at the result. 
“I said smile, not look like I’m about to kill you,” he said, smirking.
I giggled. I lifted my hand, intending to point to the picture and show him where I was smiling, but he grabbed my hand, redirecting it to his mouth to chew on my finger. 
“Yeah,” he said, around my finger. “Let’s take this picture.”
I leaned in again, and he used his free hand to push a finger into my mouth. I chewed on it, and he snapped another picture.
He pulled my fingers from his mouth. “Better.”
“Let’s take one, Kota,” I said.
Kota had been focused on the field, but he turned, a smile lighting up his face. “If you’d like.”
I pulled my phone out, trying to figure out the camera option. I hadn’t played with it at all. “I don’t know how this works.”
Kota leaned in, pointing a forefinger. “Push this,” he said.
With patience, he described the photo features of the phone. My heart fluttered a little as he told me a little more than I was able to absorb, but I couldn’t find it in me to stop him. 
“Okay,” I said once he paused, I leaned back, pointing the camera at his face. “Test this out.” I snapped a photo.
He grinned for the flash, and I flipped the phone around to look at the picture.
Kota’s cheeks tinted. “Missing part of the top of my head.”
“I like it,” I said, feeling some sense of false pride for my first picture with the phone and the fact that he looked incredible no matter what. “Let’s get one of us.”
“Let me hold it,” he said. He took my phone from me, holding it out like Nathan had done. I moved in. He tilted his head until we were nearly cheek to cheek. He flashed the picture. He flipped the phone around. “You blinked.”
I laughed. “I’m terrible at pictures. Take it again. Move over a little bit.”
This time I got up on my knees so my head was even with his. Leaning in, I wobbled. I clutched his shoulder to balance myself.
Kota opened his arm up, pulling me close. I caught the scent of his sweet spice. I kept my arm around him, too, as he clicked for a picture.
This one I really liked. I wasn’t blinking, and Kota looked happy. His face was usually so serious and in that shot, he shared that warm smile I really liked. 
“Perfect,” I said.
Kota beamed.
I twisted back, aiming the camera at Nathan and snapping a picture of him while he was dazed and looking at the field. He blinked at the flash, turning his head at me and grinning. I snapped another picture.
“Now look what you’ve done,” Nathan said to Kota. “You taught her how to use it. She’ll fill her phone up.”
“We’ll show her how to save them to the computer.”
“I don’t have a computer,” I said. “Well there’s my dad’s in the living room ...”
The corner of Kota’s mouth lifted. “Remind me to talk to Victor about a new computer for you.”
My mouth popped open. “No, don’t ...”
Nathan laughed, nudging me in the arm with an elbow. “Your fault. You opened your mouth.”
After the singing of the national anthem and the other fanfare, the players ran off of the field so they could begin the game. 
“Now?” I asked Kota.
He nodded, smiling. “Let’s see if we can get their attention.”
“I’ll hold our seats,” Nathan said.
I wasn’t sure we needed our seats held, because there still weren’t many people in our section of the stands.
I followed close behind Kota down the stadium steps. This time when my pinkie found his, he nudged my finger away to take my whole hand. I realized how often I’d held the hands of the others, but Kota’s not as much. For the moment, I fell into a sense of what a real date must feel like. Excited by the event, my heart pounding at him being so close, an unbelievable sense of wanting to be there with him, half wishing not so many people were around.
We made our way to the base level of the bleachers. While we were still a distance from the players on our side, I could see North and Silas better. 
I held out my phone over the top of the safety banister, trying to take a picture of Silas and North sitting together on the bench. I wasn’t sure how well the picture would come out. I thought it would look good to have Taylor and Korba sitting together looking out toward the field. I snapped a second photo just in case.
Kota cupped his hands together in front of his mouth. “North!”
North and Silas turned their heads simultaneously toward us. I was in time to snap a picture as recognition hit their faces and they started to smile. I moved the phone out of the way, smiling and waving. 
They stood together, jumped over the bench and dashed toward us, dodging around people walking by between the stadium stand. They broke into a run and went straight for the barrier. It spooked me enough that I took a step back away from the rail, wondering if there was something wrong.
Kota stood by, and pressed a hand at my back. “Hang on,” he said, but rolled his eyes, as if he completely disapproved but wasn’t able to stop them.
Silas and North started hefting themselves up the side of the high platform, grabbing the rail. When they were at the top, they leaned over it, reaching out for my arm. North grabbed my phone, and Silas grabbed me, pulling me up to stand with them on the rail of the stands. 
“Careful, guys,” Kota warned.
“Hi, aggele mou,” Silas said, his broad smile radiating. He was already sweating under the lights and the padding on his already huge shoulders seemed to make him a giant.
“Hi, Silas.”
“Smile, Sang Baby.” North twisted the camera toward our faces.
Silas and North leaned in. I hung over the rail to get between them. Silas pushed his cheek to my forehead and North buried his nose into my hair, snapping a picture. They shifted, Silas’s cheek found mine and North’s forehead touched mine. North snapped another picture.
“Hey!” someone from the field called. “Take pictures on your own time.”
“One more,” North said. 
I was leaning in again, staring at the camera in North’s hand, trying to be ready with a smile, despite being nervous someone was shouting at them. When North and Silas moved their heads close, I thought they were going to tilt in a different way.
Instead, they pushed their noses to each of my cheeks, their lips smacking and making kissy faces. They didn’t touch, just hovered. When I realized what they were doing, I started laughing.
North snapped the photo.
“Taylor! Korba! I’m about to kick you both off my team.”
“Gotta go to work, Baby,” North said, pushing the phone back into my hands. 
They dropped down together onto the grass, waved at us and rushed back to the bench. The coach waved a fist and shouted at them but they ignored it, sitting on the benches again.
Hands found my waist. Kota had stepped up. He held me as I backed off down from the rail. 
“Got what you wanted?” he asked.
I nodded, unable to stop smiling. “I can’t believe they did that.”
“They’d do it again if you asked.”
The words he said made me pause. “They’d get into trouble.”
Kota’s smile softened. His hand found mine and he clutched it. “Let’s go before you’re tempted to try.”



JEALOUSY
About half way into the third quarter, North and Silas were still on the bench. Kota and Nathan conspired that the coach might be mad at them for pulling the photo stunt earlier. Ashley Waters was on the brink of gaining ground every quarter, but never took the lead.
I was freezing. The metal seat below my butt seemed to bite into my skin. Despite Kota and Nathan sitting close next to me, a breeze occasionally picked up around them, and it seeped right into my bones.
I rattled with shivers as another wind caught me in the back.
Kota glanced over, his eyes meeting mine. He raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m fine,” I said, not wanting to be a nuisance. I remembered what he told me earlier and was expecting to hear him say he told me so and I didn’t want that. 
His green eyes bore into mine, as if picking apart the lie I’d just uttered and finding the truth underneath. “Cold?”
I blushed. Caught. “A little.”
A soft smirk touched his lips. He shifted, unzipping the hoodie he wore and placed it over my shoulders. “Tell me when you need something,” he said softly.
“What’s wrong?” Nathan asked, watching as I stuffed my arms into Kota’s hoodie.
“She was cold,” Kota said.
“Well shit.” Nathan backed away for a second as I finished putting the hoodie on. When I was done and had my legs up and my arms in my lap to warm up, Nathan hooked his arm around my back, putting a hand on my shoulder and pulling me into him. “Can’t have you freezing.”
I glanced back at Kota, unable to hide my surprise and partial embarrassment. They both had held my hand in front of each other but Nathan’s move, while he seemed to mean well and did it absentmindedly, felt possessive. It was the sort of thing I’d worried about. What happens when someone made it clear they were interested in something more than friendship? Was I supposed to say something? 
As I was trying to think of a poor joke to get Nathan to back off a little in a friendly way for Kota’s sake, Kota’s face changed. His lips set. His eyes drew serious. He slid closer to me. With his thigh touching mine, he sought out my hand, clutched it and drew it into his lap, holding it between his hands.
“Your fingers are cold,” he said.
“They are?” Nathan asked, blinking after him and seeming oblivious to the entire situation. Nathan collected my other hand, popping one of my fingers into his mouth.
My heart thundered. With both of them being so obvious about their affection, I felt numb. I concentrated on the field, seeking out Silas and North, and waiting for something to happen so I could comment. Nathan chewed my fingers. Kota’s smooth fingertips slid against my palm. Both touches made me shiver with delight and, at the same time, pray that they stopped in an effort to avoid any problems.
But nothing happened. The game continued. Nathan eventually popped my fingers out of his mouth just to hold my hand in his lap as he complained about a bad call. Kota agreed with him, reciting a rule to me to let me know what was going on. As the minutes ticked off on the clock on the scoreboard, my nerves started to settle. Since they weren’t saying anything, they had to be okay with the situation. It made me think about what North had said about trusting the others to make their own decisions and understand that they probably knew what they were doing.
I breathed a sigh, trying to let go and let them take over.
Kota glanced over at me as if sensing me relaxing. His green eyes lit up behind his glasses and his smile softened. He collected my hand in his lap, brought it to his mouth and gave the tip of my index finger a gentle bite.
“Oh, hell no,” Nathan said, smirking after him. “That’s our thing.”
Kota laughed. “I just wanted to ...”
“Nope,” Nathan said, shaking his head. He shoved two of my fingers into his mouth. “Mine.”
He was taking claim. I stiffened, unsure.
Kota smirked at me. “Do we need a thing?”
I wanted to shrug and pretend it was no big deal, but I felt he might be insulted, like Nathan was allowed to do something special with me but I wasn’t going to let him. “I suppose we do.”
Kota quietly let go of me, lifting his hands and smoothing out his fingertips across my cheeks. He cupped my face, zeroed in on me, bringing his face to hover over mine.
My breath escaped me, dazzled by his suddenness. Was he about to kiss me here in front of everyone?
“Whoa,” Nathan said, his arm wrapped around my shoulders to tug me back. “Dude, you can’t ...”
Kota paused and lifted his head, blinking in confusion. “Why? We’ve done it before.” 
Nathan’s mouth fell open, dropping my fingers from his mouth. “What? You’re shitting me.”
Kota raised an eyebrow, as if confused. He turned back to me. He pressed his palms to my cheeks. He lowered his face.
His nose nudged against mine, sweeping back and forth and nuzzling.
My own mouth opened in surprised and I started giggling. I’d forgotten about the night when I’d dared him to do this very thing. A shudder swept through me. His breath on my skin did tricks to my heart and stomach that felt similar to the other night when Nathan first started chewing on my fingers. Tingling. Breathless. My mind blanked. The crowd around us, the game going on, it all disappeared. 
He backed off a couple of inches. His eyes sought out mine, penetrating through me with silent questions as if asking me if this was okay.
The best I could offer in reply was a warm, curious smile. 
He lit up again, beaming. He claimed my hand again and held it in his lap, backing away.
I was sitting with my hands spread out, one in Kota’s lap, the other hanging from Nathan’s lap. If the other students around us were paying attention, I bet they were as confused as I felt.
The crowd started roaring. I’d been so distracted by Kota and Nathan that I hadn’t followed the field. There was a change of players. One of the players was supported by another team member as he limped off the field. 
The coach was shouting. Silas and North leapt up from the bench and started heading out onto the field.
“About time,” Kota said. 
I agreed, elated. I didn’t want them to sit out the first game.
Nathan held that serious expression, his blue eyes glued to the field. I scooted onto the edge of my seat, almost ready to bounce up. Kota’s hands clutched my hand tighter.
The football was tossed, Silas and North made contact, taking down two opposing players.
Nathan hooted.
“That’s good?” I asked, nervous that perhaps Silas and North might be hurt. They’d thrown themselves at the other players and landed hard. 
“Yeah, they’ve got their first tackles in,” Nathan said. “We want them to keep this up. They need to show the team they can get the job done.”
I sucked in a breath and held it and at the same time gripped their hands back.
When the players on the field were in position again, the ball was thrown. Silas took out one player. The football was spiraling in the air. North leapt over Silas, using Silas’s back to launch himself, caught the ball in the air, falling to the ground as a ton of other players landed on top of him.
I stood, ripping my hands from Nathan and Kota and staring off down at the football players, my heart in my throat. It seemed impossible that North wasn’t hurt. There were ten guys on him. Flashes of seeing them in fights in school had my mind on a rampage.
Nathan and Kota stood up next to me, eyes tensed, lips taunt with concern.
The players started to clear off. Referees nudged the players, and they released North.
North had the ball clutched in his hands, drifting up to a kneeling position to show possession.
Nathan pumped his fist. “Yeah! We’ve got the ball.”
I inched back, hand over my chest, relieved to see North on his feet. Football was nerve wracking. 
I felt a pair of eyes on me, not Nathan's or Kota's. I scanned the crowd, looking for the source.
A thin kid in glasses sat a few bleachers away. He wore tan slacks and a faded green polo shirt that looked to be a bit small on his frame. When I met his gaze, he blinked hard a few times, like it was unexpected that I’d notice. I recognized him, but it took me a moment to realize it was a student I'd sat next to in the courtyard not too long ago.
He blushed and grimaced. I understood. Sometimes being shy, I would get caught up in watching who I thought was normal, too. In empathy, I lifted my hand, and did a small finger wave. I wanted him to know it was okay. Don’t be embarrassed.
His head jerked back shortly, as if surprised I'd responded. He lifted his hand, waving a little. I smiled. He seemed nice. Was he by himself?
"What's going on?" Kota asked. With the way he shifted, he blocked my view. 
"Nothing," I said. "Just saying hello."
He turned slightly, catching where I was looking. His eyes squinted. "To who?"
"To ..." I started to say and shifted to look around him, but the boy was gone. "Oh, uh. I guess he left."
Kota looked at me curiously, but squeezed my hand. 
I waited until Kota seemed distracted with the game again before I looked for the boy, but he had disappeared. I hoped I hadn’t spooked him or he felt bad for staring. 
We were still standing as the players switched out for the offensive team to take the field. Kota stiffened next to me, and yanked his phone out of his back pocket, glancing at the screen. He pushed a button, holding it to his ear. He listened quietly.
I couldn’t help but watch. The expression he wore brimmed with eerie concern. I couldn’t imagine who it could be. His family was home, we were all accounted for. There couldn’t be a school fight that called him into saving someone. 
As he listened to the caller, his eyes fell on me. He frowned. “I’ll be right there,” he said into the phone and hung up.
“What is it?” I asked, ready for him to say Academy work, and already disappointed. We’d have to leave. 
“It’s Victor,” he said, his eyes darkening behind his glasses. He touched the bridge with a fingertip. “I need to go.”
I prickled. “What happened to Victor? What’s wrong? Can I go?”
Kota shot a helpless glance at Nathan.
Nathan’s face turned serious, a mask of granite. “I’ll stay with her,” he told him. “We’ll wait for the game to end and we’ll go with North and Silas.”
“But wait,” I said, dropping a hand on Kota’s chest to stop him before he could pull away. “What happened? Is he hurt? Should we all go?”
Kota’s mouth tightened. He took up my hand and squeezed it. “He’s fine,” he said, the calm and power in his voice thundering through me. “He’s not hurt. He just needs me right now. Stay with Nathan. Listen to what he says.” He picked up my hand, brought it to his mouth. His lips brushed against a couple of my fingers and he pulled away. He marched down the steps of the stands, weaving among other students and parents. Within moments, he was gone.
My heart sunk seeing him leave. Despite his promise that Victor was fine, I couldn’t imagine Kota needing to get to him so quickly. If Victor was fine, he wouldn’t have called for help.
“Peanut,” Nathan said. He sat back down on the bench. His blue eyes gazed up at me and he found my hand again, tugging it. “Come here.”
His tugging drew me in until he pulled me onto his lap. His legs were warm against my butt, that had started to feel numb on the cold seat. 
“Is Victor going to be okay?” I asked, unable to help feeling worried.
Nathan stuffed his arms around me, his cheek pressed to mine. “He’s fine. If he was hurt or needed us, Kota would have made us all go. Since he didn’t, it must not be too bad. He just needed to go see him.”
“But why? What could be wrong?”
Nathan sighed loud in my ear. “Victor stresses at his concerts. There’s a lot of pressure on him to be perfect.” He repositioned himself until he was sitting with his legs parted on the bench. He positioned me between his legs so his thighs partially wrapped around mine, with my back pressed into his chest and he could look out over my head at the game. “Don’t worry. Kota will go out there and he’ll be fine.”
I sighed, but swallowed back my desire to prod him with more questions. It felt wrong to not do anything, even at the risk of their reprimands and disapproval. I wanted to help and didn’t know how. It also felt wrong to continue to enjoy the game when Victor wasn’t happy.
Nathan wrapped his arms around my shoulders, drawing me in tight like a backward hug. His embrace stopped my trembling from the cool air. It was extremely cozy. “If I was really honest, Peanut, I’m kind of glad he had to go.”
My mouth popped open in surprise. How could he say that? “What do you mean?”
He turned his face, until his nose touched my ear and I felt his breath on my neck. “Because now I can pretend we’re on a real date.”
♥♥♥ 
We were still sitting together, with me partially in Nathan’s lap, when the clock on the scoreboard finally counted down to zero. The only thing keeping me from not shivering from the crisp air was Nathan’s warm arms around me and Kota’s hoodie. My legs were tingling. I’d have to remember to wear pants at the next football game.
Ashley Waters managed a one point victory, the final touchdown scored by Jay after Rocky threw the ball at him, with Silas and North assisting. The crowd was in an uproar. Everyone stood, cheering the team on.
It was with some small reluctance that I stood up as well. I wanted to show support but I didn’t want to draw away from Nathan. 
Nathan seemed to read my mind. When I stood, he did, too. He stayed right behind me, wrapping his arms around my shoulders again, his chin hovering over the top of my head as he stood behind me. I witnessed other couples around us doing the same thing. It warmed me beyond anything I’d ever felt before. Despite being so nervous earlier with both of them, having just Nathan alleviated the burden of worrying about making Kota jealous. And since they’d done so much and neither of them seemed to pressure the other to back off, it was still confusing but I didn’t feel quite as guilty for having Nathan’s arms around me. Perhaps North was right after all. Maybe I did need to relax and let them take over some things, like worrying about touching and dates. 
I sought out Silas and North, but the team had grouped up together on the field, cheering and patting each other on their backs. People started leaving the stands around us, trying to get ahead of the crowd getting out of the parking lot.
Watching people leaving and losing sight of Silas and North woke me up from my snuggle state with Nathan. I pulled away to look back at him. “Silas and North don’t know we’re here by ourselves. How are we going to catch them in this crowd?”
Nathan sighed, rolling his eyes and grinning. “Sang, oh my god, stop worrying so much.”
“But what if they leave without us? They think we’re with Kota.”
He smirked, shaking his head and grabbed my hand. “Come on, Peanut.”
He tugged me along to mix in with the crowd headed out. There was some relief that we were moving in the right direction. I hoped we made it before Silas and North did.
Nathan pulled me in close, with his arm wrapped around my shoulders. I wanted to do something with my arms, like wrap one around his waist or something similar like I was seeing other girls do, only I was too nervous and wondered if I should. I let it go so long until it felt too awkward to start since I hadn’t done it.
“Did you have fun, Peanut?” Nathan asked me as the crowd started to break up around us beyond the gate.
“Yes,” I said. I wasn’t sure I liked football or sitting on cold stands but spending time with the guys outside of school and not worrying about my parents had been fun.
“Good,” he said. “I wasn’t sure if you were for a while there.”
“What do you mean?”
“You looked scared again.”
I smirked. He said that about everything. “There were a lot of people,” I said.
He stopped walking, pulling back to look down at me. “Was that all that made you nervous? The crowd?”
I blushed, a finger fluttered toward my lower lip.
“Stop that,” he said, snatching my hand before it could reach my mouth. He trapped my fingers and ducked them into his mouth. “Why were you nervous?” he asked, his serious blue eyes focusing on me, although he seemed less intense with my fingers dangling in his mouth.
I twisted my lips as I spoke. “I’ve never been on a date ... thing before.”
The side of his mouth twisted up, he nipped at my finger. “That it?”
“And the whole Victor possibly being in trouble thing.”
“Anything else?”
I bit my lower lip. “Well, I mean ... I thought ...” Only this time I couldn’t formulate the words. What did he expect me to say? I couldn’t deny it any more. They were doing things to me that made my heart flip around, things couples did together, not just friends. It was more than I was expecting. He was chewing my fingers! Kota nuzzled my nose. If he’d gotten any closer, he could have kissed me. I’d almost wanted him to. I wanted Nathan to, even now. It was messed up and not normal. Mr. McCoy had said it with that sneer. Two dates.
“Tell me,” he said. He sucked at my fingers, drawing out his saliva to hold my hand in his. His blue eyes fixed on my face. “What’s wrong?”
I glanced at the gravel of the parking lot at our feet. “I thought for a little while you and Kota might be mad at each other.”
Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Mad? About what?”
My face radiated and my fingers started to shake. “Because you were both holding my hands. Then he tried to bite my finger and you told him not to ... And then he ...”
“Oh,” Nathan said. “You thought he’d be jealous? Or that I was?”
I nodded, unable to look at him. 
He sighed. He tugged me around the shoulders. “Come on, Sang. Let’s get to the car and I’ll tell you a story.”
My heart fluttered in my chest and I wanted to ask him questions but I couldn’t think of any to ask. Why would he want to tell me a story now? How was that going to help?
We found Silas’s blue sedan in the lot. Nathan fished out his keys and he selected one, putting it to the lock. I’d nearly forgotten they all had copies of each other’s car keys.
He opened the front passenger side for me. I sunk into the car seat, glad for the break from the chill wind. Nathan closed the door for me. He ran around the front of the car and got into the driver’s side. The overhead light shut off above us and we were cast into the dark, with the occasional head light shining in on us as cars continued to stream out of the lot.
I kicked my sandals off out of habit, drawing my knees to my chest. I slipped my hands into the pockets of Kota’s hoodie, smelling his spice scent still in the fabric.
Nathan twisted in the seat, looking at me and putting his hand on the shoulder of the car seat behind me. His lips parted like he wanted to say something but he paused, his eyes fixing on my face. “I’m not really sure if I’m supposed to tell you this,” he said quietly.
I leaned against the center console in Silas’s car. “Why not?”
“It’s partially Academy stuff.”
I frowned. I didn’t want him to get into trouble. “Mr. Blackbourne told me this week I probably won’t get into the Academy.”
Nathan’s face fell as if in shock. “He what? Why did he say that? Did he say never?”
The way he responded stunned me. It was almost exactly how Victor had reacted, as if he almost expected me to join but like he, too, was waiting for confirmation on something. “He said there was a slim chance.”
“Oh,” Nathan’s face softened, looking relieved. He pushed his palm against his forehead. “I was about to have a heart attack.”
“Why?” I asked.
His eyebrows shot up and he slowly turned back to me. “That’s another long story. And I don’t know the answer to that anyway. Let me tell you the other one.”
I pursed my lips, gazing into his face, afraid to say anything to interrupt him.
“I’ve known Kota since forever. We’ve always lived across the street from each other. His mom and mine used to be friends. We’ve shared everything, like toys, and since we were about the same size, we even shared clothes. We used to fight, too. We fought like brothers over the better toys and who got to sleep where when the other had to sleep over. Actually, that was probably me. My mom was gone overnight a lot so I had to sleep at Kota’s house on that cot thing he rolls out from under his bed. What we shared most was the fact that our dads were never home. When they were, we didn’t like them.”
My eyes widened. “What do you mean?”
Nathan’s eyes turned dark. “They were mean, Sang. Kota and I gave each other bruises, but our dads gave us more.”
I clutched at Kota’s hoodie around my body, stunned by this information. “Kota never mentioned his ... you never ...”
“We don’t really talk about it now,” Nathan said. “We really never told anyone back then either, not even Victor or Luke or Gabriel when we met them in school.”
“They’re not around now. Your dads, I mean.”
He shook his head. “No. Well, my dad shows up every once in a while.”
“Where’s Kota’s? What happened to him?”
Nathan frowned. “He should probably tell you that story. But his dad’s not here anymore. That’s the important part.” He waved his hand in the air. “Anyway, what I’m trying to say is, Kota and I have been through a lot. All of us have, but I guess between us, it feels different. When the Academy took us in, we had no idea that the times we fought over little things, like toys and clothes and other stuff, that was us mimicking our dads. It was working through the Academy that we managed to get beyond a lot of it, including dealing with jealousy.”
“You were jealous of him?”
He smirked a little. “Are you kidding? Kota’s the smart one. All he had to do was glance at a textbook and he knew it all. He also acted smarter than me a lot. He used to tell me to do stuff. Not like he does now where he’s nice about it. I mean he used to just rattle off stuff and he’d say it like I was stupid that I couldn’t read his mind and do what he wanted without him telling me to do so. Then there’s Erica. His mom was around more than mine. When my mother left me and my dad ...”
A heavy breath escaped my lips. I hadn’t thought about Nathan’s mom because he never said anything about it. In the back of my mind, I thought perhaps she died or something. “She’s still alive? Where is ...”
Nathan sighed, closing his eyes and shook his head. “She’s gone, Sang. She’s not coming back. I used to tell myself all the time she would one day but that’s a lie. She left.” He opened his eyes again, gazing at my face. “But I was jealous that his mother stayed and mine didn’t. It wasn’t his fault but for a while I was blaming myself. I thought if I’d been more like smart-and-perfect Kota, that she might have stayed.”
I chewed my lower lip, holding on to the questions tripping behind my lips. I couldn’t dare to ask. 
“When Mr. Blackbourne brought us into the Academy, they forced us to share everything. Not just stuff, but everything we were feeling about each other and held back. I told Kota I was jealous about his mother.”
I clutched the console between us, leaning against it, eyes glued to his face. “What happened?”
The hint of a smile touched the corner of his mouth. “You know what he said? He told me his mother had a habit of comparing me to him. Erica would tell him, ‘You should be nicer to your sister. Nathan’s sweet to her. You should do what he does.’ Or, she’d say, ‘Nathan’s such a gentleman. You should learn from him.’ Kota had been jealous, too, because he thought his own mother liked me better than him.”
“Did it make you feel better? Knowing he’d been jealous, too?”
“No,” he said. “It made it worse.”
“How?”
He sighed, sitting back and glancing out the front window. “We were still angry. We’d said what we needed to say. Yes, it was good to get it out, but we were still angry about everything. But the Academy had an answer for that, too. When we were twelve, we had to go to this boot camp. It was there they showed us how certain things didn’t matter. Money, for example. The Academy had no room for people who desired money above anything else. Money doesn’t really mean anything to us anymore. Like Victor’s got that fancy car and I don’t have one. What he owns or possesses doesn’t bother me, because it’s not what I need. And it wouldn’t matter now anyway because if I really wanted to borrow it, all I had to do was ask.”
“Victor’s nice,” I said. “He’d let you borrow anything.”
“Yeah, but it’s more than that. It’s ...” He twisted his lips. He shifted, fishing out his keys and held the loop in front of my face. “This,” he said. “Here it is. Everything we own, we’ve got the key and we have access to it. We have full permission to use anything we need. What’s yours is mine. We do it with everything. Like how Gabriel took you shopping and Victor paid. Yes, they do it because they’re nice. They wouldn’t have let us into the Academy otherwise. But now it’s more like we share everything.” He sighed. “Well, shit. Now it sounds like you're a set of keys we're sharing. I don’t know how to explain it any better. Maybe Kota should be telling you this.”
I shook my head. “I understand,” I said, and fully believed I did. “But what I meant before ... about you and him ... with me ...”
His lips twisted into a smile. “Look, I won’t lie. I like having you to myself. He and I have had crushes and girlfriends and stuff, but I’ve never met a girl he’s dated and he’s never met mine. We kept it separate. Girls never really stick around with us. Academy life and personal life was separated for a long time, and it still is. Academy stuff is secret. So when we disappeared for days on end without explanation, they never really understood. Only now it’s like ... you’re so close. You know a lot more than other people. And you’re with us.”
“I’m not sure I know what that means.”
“I don’t know if I know, either,” he said. He leaned over the console, putting a hand behind my neck and massaging. “Listen to me though, this whole family thing, what we have, it’s a slow process. Answers don’t happen in a single day. The Academy taught us that. Families take time to build together and trust, and we’ve had a head start with each other.”
“I just don’t want to see you guys mad at each other,” I said. If he was going to be honest, I felt I should as well. 
“I can’t tell you how everyone else feels,” Nathan said, his fingers massaging in small circles along my neck. “But it doesn’t make me mad to see Kota and you together. It’s like when Erica cares about me but also cares about Kota. You can’t really think about how she loves her son more. Or like how siblings want to know who mom loves the best. Feelings don’t always have to work like that. You don’t always have to pick a favorite and sometimes it’s better if you don’t. I wouldn’t pick North over the others in anything we were doing together because I don’t have to. We’re all in together. Now you are, too.” 
“Without being in the Academy?”
He half smiled. “You can be with us and not in the Academy. It’s where you are now. Will you please trust us, though? If something bugs me, I’ll tell you. Like I told Kota to not bite your fingers.” He let go of my neck, picking up my hand and letting it hover over his lips. “This,” he said. “It’s okay to claim little things. We share everything, but we can ask the others to back off of little things if it isn’t a big deal.”
“Not a big deal?” I asked. It felt like a big deal. It was like claiming a piece of me.
He beamed at me, pulling my fingers from his mouth and pressing my hand to his chest. “I don’t mean it like that. I meant things that aren’t really life or death. Don’t be such a girl.”
I groaned, rolling my eyes. “I am a girl.”
“I know, but you’re not like other girls.”
“But ... I mean this isn’t the same as not being jealous over Erica or a car,” I said. “Is it?”
Nathan was quiet for a long moment, as if considering this. “If we don’t get along, Sang, we can’t stay together,” he said. “Family is a choice, and we’ve chosen this, us. Mr. Blackbourne has already reminded us. And the truth is, I’m not. If you sit in Kota’s lap, or Victor’s, it doesn’t bug me for some reason. Maybe it should ...” Nathan sighed. “I don’t know how to explain it, but I’m not jealous of the guys. As long as you’ll stay with us. That’s what I want.”
My lips parted and I’d meant to reply, but I lost the words when his blue eyes locked on mine.
A sharp knock at the window rattled us both. Nathan pulled away from me, turning to blink back toward the window.
“What the hell are you doing?” North said, glaring in after us.
Nathan groaned, pushing me away and shifted so he could open the door. “We were staying warm. It’s cold.”
North shoved the door open further. “Get out. I’m driving.”
“No,” Silas said. “I’m driving.”
“Fine. Sang, move into the back.”
“No, Sang sits where she is,” Silas said. “You get in the back.”
“God damn,” North said, grumbling and filing into the back after Nathan. 
It surprised me that Silas was giving North orders. It seemed unnatural until I realized this was his car, and Silas could tell the others where he wanted them to sit.
Silas slid into the driver’s side seat, wearing jeans and a baseball jersey. His black hair was wet, combed back. He was smelling fresh from a shower. “Hi, aggele mou.”
“Hi, Silas.”
He held up his arm, showing me the blue band with the pink stripe. I held up my arm that still had my sports band. He bumped fists with me so the bands touched and flashed a grin. 
“Seems like it worked,” he said. He fished his keys out and started the engine.
“I was wondering why you were wearing pink,” North said. “You didn’t say it was for her.”
“She’s my luck charm,” Silas said, pulling out of the lot.
North grunted, folding his arms over his chest and looking out the window. “Do we really want to go to this party? I’d really rather not deal with a bunch of drunk teenagers tonight.”
“Let’s go for a couple of hours,” Silas said. “We’ll slap around a few high fives. We’ll show off Sang and we’ll go.”
“We’re not showing her off.”
“I mean we’ll show Sang a good time,” Silas said. He gazed over at me. “You want to go, right?”
I nodded absentmindedly, mostly because he seemed to want to go, or at least wanted me to go with him. 
“Where is this place, anyway?” Nathan asked. “Where are we going?”
Silas shrugged, tugging his phone out of his pocket and pushing a few buttons. “It’s in the country someplace outside of town. Someone whose parents aren’t home I guess.” He tossed his phone to me. “Tell me where to go.”
“Me?” I choked out, glancing at the screen. A GPS map was already moving, showing where the car was in location on the street.
“You’re the navigator,” Silas said. 
“She doesn’t know what she’s doing,” North said. He pushed his hand out, holding it palm open over the console between Silas and I. “She’s barely gotten out of the house even since her parents left. She doesn’t know her way around. Give me that thing.”
“Let her try,” Silas said, smacking at North’s hand. “Let her get some practice in.”
North grumbled, pulling his hand back and stared off out the window. I slid a glance back at Nathan, my eyes wide. I’d never seen those two at each other like that. And why was North so grumpy?
Nathan gave the slightest shake of his head. Don’t say anything.
It turned out I didn’t have to do much. There was a single road out of town that led straight to where we were supposed to go. It took half an hour to get there. North more than once questioned the address and suspected the other players gave them the wrong one to lead us on a wild goose chase.
The navigation unit directed Silas to the end of a street that had many ranch style homes. Cars were piled up in the yard to tell us which one was the right house. Silas parked a good distance away from the other cars. “I don’t want to get blocked in,” he said. “If we need to leave, I want to leave.”
I handed Silas back his phone. North hopped out and opened my door. I hesitated only a moment because I was terrified he was still mad at everything Silas kept telling him to do. I forced myself to suck in some courage and take a step out.
He shut the door for me, but didn’t move out of the way. He pointed a finger at my nose and then at his eyes. He wanted my attention.
“Listen to me,” he said. His dark eyes weren’t angry, but full of concern. “You’re to stay close to any of us. I don’t care who, but you should stay within arm’s reach. Don’t wander off alone, not even to the bathroom. Especially not the bathroom. No drinking. You can have water. Don’t drink or eat anything anyone gives you. Keep your phone on you.” He glanced up at Nathan. “If anything happens, you’re to drag her back here and take her home. You can come back for us later but get her out of here.”
“No shit,” Nathan said. 
“It’s not going to be that bad,” Silas said. He walked around the car and took my hand. He led the way toward the house and the chaos of people and music spilling from it. “Come on, Sang, before mother grounds us or something.”
“Shut the fuck up,” North barked at him, but he trailed after us. 
Silas weaved around the sea of cars. I glanced back at Nathan and North following but Silas tugged me along. He seemed in a hurry to get inside.
“Si!” Someone shouted to us from around the side of the house. A group of guys stood together in a circle under a tree. 
Silas lifted my hand with his to return a greeting wave toward the guys calling out to him. “Hey.”
“Where the fuck have you been, man?” One of them said, stepping forward and putting a hand out. 
Silas let go so he could shake hands. He did the same with the other guys standing together. The porch light was on, but the guys around us were in the shadow under the tree. I caught the outlines of faces but didn’t recognize any of them. 
“What’s going on?” Silas asked.
“We were just talking about that kick ass catch North did.”
I glanced behind me. North nodded in our direction, gave a short wave but headed toward the house. Nathan glanced at me but followed North. I thought they were trying to stick together, but that was more difficult to do with North splitting up. From the way North was marching, though, I had a feeling he was going to inspect the house for trouble before we went inside. I internally groaned, hoping he didn’t see something that would set him off. Would he yell at the other kids if they were drinking? 
Silas hooked an arm around my shoulder and drew my attention back to his new buddies. “You guys, this is Sang.” He nodded his head in my direction, squeezing my shoulder gently and beaming.
“Yeah, I’ve seen her around school,” one of the shadows said. “She’s pretty hot.”
My heart fluttered. The faces were starting to become easier to see, but I still didn’t recognize any of them. It was probably because I didn’t spend time with anyone outside of Kota and the others. 
“Are you two a thing? Because if not, I’m gonna ...”
“She’s here with me,” Silas said, taking on a possessive tone. His arm tightened around my shoulder and his hand gripped until I was almost pressed up against his side.
“Let me know when he fucks up,” the guy said, nodding in my direction. I think he winked but in the dim light, it was hard to be certain.
I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to respond, so I didn’t. They started talking about the game again. I was turned slightly away from the group, looking out toward the house. It was a brick, ranch-style home. I barely made out a back porch, and it was clustered with people sitting in the dark. The low murmur of other people talking drifted to us just under the music flowing from the house. The air smelled like wet farm fields. Since there weren’t neighbors too close to this house, I thought that was probably why they decided to have this party here.
My insides rattled at being around people I didn’t know. My mouth froze. Silas occasionally massaged my shoulder with his hand. I wasn’t sure if it was an effort to let me know he was right there or if he was showing the guys in front of him I was with him. I didn’t mind being associated as his date, but I was shy and feeling awkward standing there.
Something nudged my arm. I turned as North held out a red plastic cup to me. He had a similar cup in his hand. Nathan was behind him, and two cups in his hands, too. He handed one off to Silas.
I took the cup North gave me, peeking in and sniffing.
“It’s not poison,” North said.
“Not this time, huh?” I quipped. 
North smirked and appeared to relax a little.
I took a sip. Water washed over my tongue. I wasn’t thirsty but I was grateful to have something so I could fit in. 
I turned toward North and Nathan standing off to the side. “What’s it like inside?”
“There’s a soccer table,” Nathan said. “Maybe we’ll get to play. There’s a few in there playing now.”
“It’s loud and crowded,” North said. “It’s better out here.”
“Whose house is it?” It felt strange to be at someone’s house I didn’t know. I was glad North told me to stick with them. I would have done it anyway. I wouldn’t want to wander around and have people wondering who I was or why I was there.
They both shrugged. Silas was talking with the other guys behind me and didn’t hear.
A wind picked up. The warmth I had absorbed while in the car was subsiding, even with Silas hanging off of my neck. I held my cup out to Nathan to hold for a second. I zipped up the hoodie, stuffing one hand into the pocket and took my cup back.
“Want to go inside?” North asked.
I nodded, shivering. “I should have worn jeans.”
“Skirts look better on you.”
I rolled my eyes, blushing. “Thank you,” I said quietly. I liked this North. He seemed less grumpy now than before. 
“Let’s go play table soccer,” Nathan said.
I nudged Silas. He tilted his head toward me while his eyes remained on the guys in front of him as if he was still trying to pay attention to them.
“I’m cold,” I said. “I ...”
“You’re cold?” he asked, loud enough to halt the conversation around us. He pulled me in closer, wrapping his arm tighter and brought me close to his body. “You should have said something.” His hand wandered from my shoulder to my side, squeezing slightly at my hip.
The guys around us chuckled. 
What was he doing? This didn’t seem like Silas, now. Did parties throw the guys off? “Is it okay if I go inside for a little bit?” I thought it would be better to almost ask permission, since he was the one who invited me.
He smiled, leaned in. His lips met my ear and he whispered. “Yes, go in. Don’t leave North. After I make rounds, I’ll come get you. We’ll find a quiet spot and we’ll be able to hang out.” He breathed in next to my ear and pulled back. “I’ll come find you in a minute.”
I understood that they were trying to get along with the team so they could fit in like Mr. Blackbourne wanted. Did it mean I had to pretend to be with Silas? Was I part of this plan? Silas had told me earlier that he didn’t care what anyone else thought of him. Maybe he didn’t care, but it felt like he cared what they thought now.
I turned away from Silas to head toward the house. North and Nathan walked nearly arm to arm with me. I wanted to reach for someone’s hand but felt awkward since Silas had claimed me for the night.
“Hey, they’re stealing your girl, Si,” one of the guys said, chuckling. The others around him started giggling, too.
“If I didn’t trust her, I wouldn’t be out with her. Besides, they wouldn’t dare try anything.” He tilted his cup to his mouth, taking a swallow.
North tilted his head to whisper in my ear. “Remind me to kick him later.”
I shared a conspiratorial glance with him.



THE RAVEN-HAIRED GIRL
Inside the house, the main overhead lights were off. The occasional illuminated lamp shimmered in corners of each room, shedding enough light for people to see where they were walking. The kitchen in the back was lit up, and there were people standing inside it, leaning against or sitting on top of the counters and talking. A round dining room table was topped with more red cups, ice buckets, cans of beer and bottles of soda. I wondered where the beer came from, but everyone around had red cups so I couldn’t tell who was drinking what.
There was a front living room with a wide window, and a couple of couches occupied by people. A stereo played rock music loud enough that I wanted to block my ears from the onslaught of guitars and drums. People were trailing back and forth from different rooms. Out of nervousness, I slipped a hand around North’s forearm since he was the closest. I didn’t want to lose him.
North shifted, grasping my hand and squeezing it in his. Still, I fell behind him, partially using his tall figure as a shield as if trying to hide myself from everyone. I didn’t recognize anyone. I wondered if it was because of the poor lighting and being so out of place.
Nathan led the way to a back den. The room had two levels. The upper level had a collection of couches surrounding an entertainment center, also streaming rock music but at a lower volume so people could talk. The lower level of the room had a built in bar and fridge to one side. There was a soccer table on the lower level in front of a stone fireplace. Most people hung around the bar and the collection of couches. A handful of others stood around the fireplace. Two guys I didn’t know were playing at the soccer table.
North eased over to the table, stopping short enough to give the guys playing room but still hovering to watch. Nathan planted himself next to him. I peeked from around their shoulders.
The guys playing the game slammed the handles into the table, trying to hit the tiny ball into a goal. The guys were big, with bulky shoulders and I imagined they were on the football team. One of them looked up, catching my eye with a curious glance. 
The other guy used this distraction to knock the ball into the opposite goal. The distracted one squinted back at the game, groaned, and lifted his hands in the air. “I’m done,” he said, picking up a cup from the corner of the table, taking a drink and walking off.
His friend followed him and the table was abandoned.
“I guess it’s our turn,” Nathan said. 
I followed Nathan to one side, feeling awkward about using someone’s game table without asking permission. I felt even more nervous wondering if whoever owned the game table could be watching now. 
North took up the other side, collected the tiny soccer ball and dropped it into the middle.
“Grab those, Peanut.” Nathan pointed to the table’s side.
I put my cup down on the corner of the table and gingerly put my hands on a couple of the black plastic handles to control a row of soccer men. 
“What did you just call her?” North asked, his face scrunching in confusion.
“Peanut,” Nathan said louder.
“Oh,” North said. “That’s not what I heard over here.” He checked with me, a dark eyebrow lifting. “You let him call you that?”
“Yup,” Nathan replied for me. “She calls me Honey.”
North blinked at this, looking back at me. “You don’t call me that.”
“That’s my nickname. She gave it to me,” Nathan said.
My face radiated. Did they have to talk about this right now? Still, it didn’t seem like anyone was paying attention. Most of the others were engrossed by their own conversations. Was this what a high school party was like? I wasn’t sure what I had imagined, but it just seemed like people clustered and talking like they did in school, only here there was the scent of booze and music. It didn’t seem as terrible as Kota had made me think. I was uncomfortable, but I was with North and Nathan and Silas and I trusted them so it made it a lot better. I supposed I’d find it more fun if I were more outgoing and knew more of the people here. I imagined what it might be like being like Silas, able to blend in and talk to the group as if I were a part of them. 
North grunted, twisting the handle on his soccer men to start the game. I was slow to respond, trying to twist the handles but I barely knocked the ball back in the other direction. North pushed a handle and his soccer men kicked the ball into the goal.
Nathan laughed, then leaned in to whisper. “Do that thing you do and cheat.”
“I know you’re telling her to cheat,” North said, dropping the ball onto the table again.
“I don’t even know what I’m doing,” I said. I had three handles on my side, and wasn’t sure where to place my hands.
“You twist the handles,” North said, demonstrating.
I groaned. It was obvious but as I twisted the handles right and left, the soccer men moved slow. I wasn’t a match to North and Nathan, whose soccer men moved faster and with some form of control. I felt completely at a loss. “They don’t move fast enough.”
“Practice and get better,” North said, staring after the ball that was rolling around. He twisted handles and kicked it to my side. 
I tried twisting it back but it wasn’t moving.
“Do this,” Nathan said. He slapped the handle on his side, sending his soccer men spinning.
I tried it, and managed to get one of the men to kick it to his side of the field. North was faster than both of us at this, and easily knocked it back to my side. He hit another goal, a third and a fourth.
“What do I get when I win?” North asked, his lips twisted into a taunting smile. 
I smirked back, waited until he thought he’d lined up another shot. I grabbed the silver end opposite his handle and held it so he couldn’t twist. When he let go, I reversed a spin and sent it shooting out on Nathan’s side. Nathan spun a handle and the ball sailed into the goal.
“You mean if you win,” I said.
Nathan laughed. He hooked an arm around my neck, drawing me in to whisper in my ear. “That’s my Sang.”
I started floating. I kind of liked the soccer table.
North rolled his eyes, putting his hand inside the table to find the ball again. 
When the ball dropped onto the table again, a girl approached, watching the game. She was tall, with raven hair and big brown eyes and I thought she was very pretty. I wondered if she wanted to play, but I was too nervous to ask her to join us. Something inside me told me I didn’t want her to join us, anyway. I wasn’t sure why and I didn’t want to think of the reason.
The guys were feuding it out on their side of the table. I had my hands ready, feeling ugly and awkward under the scrutiny of the pretty girl who was watching. North spun a handle on his side, and the plastic men kicked the ball from one side of the table, all the way to hit the goal before I had a chance to react.
North pumped a fist. Nathan groaned, but grinned and clearly was not too disappointed. He leaned into me. “Don’t worry, Peanut. Next time try to distract him or something.”
I listened to Nathan talking in my ear but my eyes were on North. The girl approached him, cupped her hand over North’s ear and whispered something to him. North stiffened, shook his head, and waved his hand dismissively at the girl. The girl removed her hand, said something else I couldn’t catch but North shook his head again. He nudged her out of the way to find the ball again, dropping it onto the table in the center. He locked his eyes on my face, the expression icy, focused. 
“Ready?” he asked from across the table. The way he did it seemed almost forced. He was tuning out the girl next to him.
The raven haired girl frowned, turned around and headed back into the throng of the party. 
“Did she want to play?” I asked. I felt lighter now that he’d dismissed her but was sorry if she only wanted a turn and was just asking him for one.
North tilted his head at me. “No,” he replied. He spun the handles on his side, knocking the ball into action. 
I held onto the opposite ends to stop his ability to spin the soccer men at the ball. He tried twisting handles to wrench my hold and we soon got into a match that distracted me from what had just happened. I didn’t suppose he would have told me anyway.
Despite my best effort to cheat, North was faster and he often used my own soccer men against me to score. 
After ten more rounds, Nathan held up his hands. “Okay, we’re done. I can’t lose any more.”
“Sorry,” I said, releasing a small pout. I’d had fun but felt like losing was my fault. I couldn’t beat North.
Nathan smirked at me, shaking his head. “Remind me to teach you how to play better sometime.”
“She should be asking me how to play,” North said, coming around the table and carrying his cup. “Did I forget to mention that my dad had one of these things? I grew up with one so I had plenty of practice.”
“They have table soccer in Europe?” I asked. I knew he and his dad traveled around Europe before he came to live here and joined the Academy.
“My friends in Spain were wild about it. The French not so much. The Greeks set the tables on fire if they lost.”
My lips parted. “Greece? Did you ever run into Silas over there?”
“Who do you think talked him into moving out here?” North said. “I told Mr. Blackbourne I wouldn't come over without him.”
The new information sent my mind spinning. North and Silas were friends before the Academy, just like Luke and Nathan and the others were friends before they signed up. Is that how the Academy worked? They focused on groups of kids who were already friends and brought them in together? It made me wonder what kind of school kept tabs on students and who their friends are. And if what Derrick had told me earlier was true, they’d not only brought in the group of friends, but a group of friends they caught stealing. The Academy was very unusual. 
I also thought back to what Gabriel had told me. Silas joined them first here in the states, and North didn’t show up until a year later. How did it take so long for both of them to join? Luke said he didn’t know he had a brother before North appeared one night out of the blue. Did that mean Mr. Blackbourne knew before Luke did?
I opened my mouth to ask another question but my arm was nudged.
“Aggele,” Silas collided with me again. “Are you done playing? Come sit with me.”
I nodded, sorry to think that the moment to ask North more about his past was lost. Still, I hoped that this was the time when the guys and I could collect in a corner somewhere, looking somewhat social to blend in but just talk to each other. 
Silas collected my hand, and I picked my cup up from the table. Before I could bring it to my mouth for a sip, North shot a hand between my mouth and the cup lip. My eyes widened and I turned to him, confused.
“Give me that,” he said, taking my cup from me. 
“Was that yours?” I asked. “I thought it was mine. Sorry.”
“No,” he said. “I’ll get you another one.”
“Come on,” Silas urged. 
I followed behind Silas, looking back at North. Nathan collected his cup and followed North back toward the dining room.
“Hey, Silas,” a familiar voice said. I peeked around his arm. Jay and Rocky sat together on the center couch. The raven-haired girl North had dismissed earlier was perched on the arm of the couch next to Rocky. His arm was wrapped around her waist. Rocky nodded in my direction. “Well, if it isn’t Sang. I thought for sure Silas was bullshitting.”
My spine rippled. I slid a glance at Silas, finding it impossible to ask the many questions that I wanted to ask in that moment.
His hand tightened around mine. “Nope. Told you she’d come along.” Someone got up from one of the nearby sofa chairs. Silas slid into it, pulling me along until I was sitting in his lap. He kept one hand on my back, smoothing across the outside of the hoodie and warming. His other hand cupped my knee. 
Because of my sideways position and the way he was sitting in the chair, I felt unbalanced, even with his hand at my back. I leaned into him, putting an arm around his shoulder. I planted a hand on his chest. 
He shifted slightly, sitting back in the chair, beaming. “Comfortable?”
My heart started to flutter again. I nodded to him.
“Doesn’t she ever talk?” Rocky asked. His aggressive eyes zeroed in on me. “Talk.”
My eyes widened. I glanced at Silas but his look was encouraging me. I didn’t know what to say. “Talk about what?” I asked in a small voice, quiet enough that I wondered if he could hear me over the music.
“Anything,” Rocky said. An eyebrow lifted and an intense sensation swept over me.
The raven-haired girl bent over, saying something to Rocky. Rocky shook his head, waved her off but continued to fix his eyes on me. The girl glared in my direction. I felt myself shrinking into Silas, wanting to squirrel away somewhere else. Maybe I could tell Nathan I was tired and he’d drive me home. I didn’t fit in here. If raven-haired girl wanted the attention, I’d let her have it.
I still couldn’t find anything to say. What did Rocky expect me to talk about? I was about to say I didn’t want to talk but was saved when North approached, holding another red cup out to me. I took it. “Thank you,” I told him.
“You did a good job out on the field today, North,” Jay said. His bald head nodded toward North. “I had to admit, I didn’t think you could do it. At practice you’re always so slow.”
“I do what I have to,” North said, his expression unreadable to me. He took a sip from his cup. 
“I missed the baseball game tonight,” Silas said. “Anyone know the score?”
Silas redirected the conversation. Jay was quiet, like North, but popped in with a sarcastic comment on occasion. Rocky and a couple of the other guys fell into a conversation about the upcoming World Series games.
Nathan and North talked behind me. I yearned to stand up and talk to them instead, but Silas kept his arm around me. It was comfortable to be with him, but I didn’t like the way Rocky kept looking over at me, and the way the girl at his side glared in my direction.
At some point North sat down on the arm of the chair. This made it easier to hear their conversation. It didn’t matter what they were talking about, their familiar voices were soothing. 
My hands reflexively curled around Silas’s hair at his neck as I relaxed. Silas traced a finger along the inside of my knee. 
North’s broad back warmed mine.
At some point, Nathan reached out to tug at my hair to get my attention, I figured it was just to let me know he was still there. 
The girl’s eyes could have shot daggers with as cold a look as she gave me. It was uncomfortable enough that I didn’t want to sit with Silas any more.
When felt I could do it without seeming rude to the people talking, I turned around in his lap so I could face the other guys. Silas hooked an arm around my waist, still holding on to me but leaning a little to one side so he could continue the conversation with Rocky.
North inched over, and sat further back on the arm of the chair to give me room. Nathan drug over a folding chair someone had abandoned, planting it near the sofa seat and sitting in it backwards.
This was better. We could have been at home talking and had an easier time of it, but if we had to be at a party, at least we looked busy talking like everyone else was doing together.
“My house tonight?” Nathan asked me.
North shot him a look. “Is that where we’re going after we get out of here?”
Nathan blinked but shrugged. “Might as well. I mean her house is empty because Marie’s out tonight. My house has more stuff to do.”
North nodded. “We might crash there tonight. Shorter distance to the diner from your house than mine.”
A rush of excitement slipped through my skin. “Like another sleepover?”
They both laughed. Silas rumbled underneath me with a chuckle, telling me he’d been listening in. His fingertips smoothed over my thigh. 
“We’ll give it another hour and then we’ll get out of here,” North said. “I’m about social life’d out.” North stood, stretching. “I’m going to find the restroom. Sang Baby, come along with me.”
It wasn’t a question. I glanced at Nathan. Nathan nodded at me, silently telling me to do what I was told. This caused me to stiffen again. Something was going on that he didn’t like. 
Silas relinquished his hold on me so I could slip off of his lap. I trailed behind North, carrying my water cup with me. 
There was a hallway on the other side of the house. The area was quieter, but I sensed hushed voices from beyond the doors. North swung his head back and forth, scanning. He picked a door and tried the handle. Locked. He tried another one. This door opened and he pushed his head inside. He flicked on the light switch, revealing an empty bathroom. He jerked his head toward the opening. “Get in.”
I rushed in, and he followed me inside. It was a guest bathroom, with just a toilet and a sink. The white and blue tile floor was cracked in spots and one of the light bulbs in the fixtures overhead was out.
The door closed behind us and he turned on me. “Just wait here a minute,” he said. 
“What’s going on?”
“Rocky hasn’t stopped watching your ass all night. I’m tired of it. I think when we go back out there, we should go back to that front room, or the kitchen.”
I blinked after him. “But what about the girl he was with?”
North lifted a dark brow. “Girl?”
“The dark haired girl who said something to you earlier? The one hanging on his arm?”
“Fuck her. I don’t know who she is. What about her?”
I sighed, unable to explain it. If Rocky had his arm around her, it made me think they were together. Why would Rocky look at me if he had a girl with him? I was still grateful North wanted to stay in a different room for the rest of the time we were here. I didn’t like the way she looked at us, at any of us. I thought I would have nightmares tonight about a girl with dagger eyes. 
There was a commotion out in the hallway. Voices. They were slurred. Someone knocked at the door, and tried the handle, but when whoever it was found it was locked, moved on down the hallway. 
North twisted the handle on the door. “Wait here for a couple of minutes, okay? Lock the door behind me. I'll stand outside the door. After two minutes, step out.”
“Why? What’s going on?”
“I don’t want people thinking we were fucking around. We’ve got enough to worry about without having to deal with twisted rumors.”
I supposed he knew better than I did about how to handle this, but his comment left me feeling nervous. What were people thinking of us now that we were here? Silas had practically claimed me as his date tonight. What would they think on Monday if Nathan and I were holding hands? Or Victor? Suddenly Kota’s suggestion that I agree to say I belonged to whoever I was with seemed inappropriate. People were bound to catch on that I wasn’t really dating anyone, unless they were willing to believe they were all my boyfriends. I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.
Victor had said it didn’t matter to him what other people thought. It had to matter to me, though. When next year came around, I would be alone. I would have to hear the rumors and deal with the aftermath. I knew about girls in my old school, the ones guys thought were easy. I didn’t want that sort of attention, and I was sure to get it once the guys transferred back to the Academy. Without the guys, I’d be without any barrier to keep guys like Rocky away.
North opened the door, stepping out into the hallway. I was happy he was concerned about my reputation. I wanted to remember to thank North and spend more time with him later. He’d promised to take me to the beach on another date at one point. I thought about suggesting we do that the next time he got a day off from working at the diner. I wanted to make sure he knew I appreciated him looking out for me, even if he was occasionally over protective and grumpy.
I counted off a couple of minutes, following up with a couple more minutes just in case. I was tempted to hide in the bathroom forever until they were ready to go. Being alone was more comfortable. I didn’t want to be there when another person needed to use the restroom, though. 
I unlocked the door, and paused, letting my eyes adjust to the dim hallway again. I stepped out, waiting to hear North direct me on where to go.
The hallway was empty. North wasn’t there.
My spine bristled. He wouldn’t have wandered off without me. He said he’d be right outside.
I stepped further out into the hallway, wondering if I’d exited too soon. Maybe he was checking something out. I wasn’t sure what to do since he told me not to wander off alone.
My fingers instinctively reached for my phone at my bra, fingering the pink case. I was tempted to use the white button for North or Nathan. I didn’t know what else to do.
A figure emerged from further down the hallway. His head was bowed, his hands stuffed into his pockets. When he got close, he must have sensed that I was looking at him and his head lifted.
It was the boy with the glasses I'd seen at the football game. He stopped in the hallway, and half turned like he wasn't sure if he should continue or go back to where he had come from. He stilled, his lips parted.
"Hi," I said, feeling odd myself. I wondered if this was his house. "Um, I lost someone. Did you see a tall guy with dark hair down that way?"
"I think he's down there," he said in a low almost whisper. He pointed down the hallway he'd come from. 
"Thank you," I said. I passed him in the hall, wanting to say something else. I had a strange feeling of wanting to invite him to talk to the guys at school. I guess because I felt the same as I thought he did, being shy and retreating into a book instead of talking to others. 
Part of me, I supposed, still felt like I belonged in his world. Quiet. Invisible.
The boy moved on down the hallway. He glanced back at me once. I hesitated saying anything else. I wasn’t sure why. Despite my instincts about him, he was still a stranger to me. 
North’s voice drifted to me from up the hallway. Other voices joined his, some laughing. Relieved, I followed his voice deeper into the hallway. At least I knew where he was now. I gripped the red plastic cup in my hand in front of me as if it was a shield.
There was a doorway to the left that was wide open, revealing a bedroom with a large queen bed and a couple of wood dressers. It looked like someone’s parents’ bedroom. 
I darted into the room. A collection of mostly guys were standing outside of the open closet. North had his back against the frame, frowning.
Next to him was the raven-haired girl. Her hand splayed out across his chest on top of his black shirt. 
“It’s your turn,” she said, nearly cooing. “Closet time.”
“I’m not going,” North said.
“It’s initiation,” one of the guys said. “If you’re going to be one of us, you’ve got to go into the closet. It’s just for a couple of minutes.”
“Fuck that shit,” North said. 
“What’s wrong? Gay or something? Just go in for a second,” the guy said, pointing toward the closet.
North grunted. 
Was that was what she was trying to get him to do in the first place? Was this necessary? I sighed. Mr. Blackbourne wanted them to get along with the football team. He had to do it if he wanted to fit in with them.
And that sent a wave of ice through my heart. I didn‘t want to see North in that closet with the girl with the mean glare. 
“North?” I called out. I didn’t know what I was doing, feeling completely out of place. The feeling reminded me of how I felt right before I was about to jump into a fight for them. All I knew was that he was in trouble and I wanted to help. “I wondered where you went.”
The cluster of people around the closet parted, eyes landing on me. One of the boys, the one who had talked before, grinned. “Well here, North. If you don’t want Jade, take that one.”
“Don’t be an ass,” North said. “This is stupid.”
“It’s the only way. Silas did his initiation. You’ve got to do yours.”
“You made Silas drink an Icee until he got brain freeze. That’s not the same thing.”
“Yeah, well, everyone’s is different. I don’t know what you're complaining about. Yours is way more fun.”
“I’ll go,” I said, my voice an octave higher than usual. I swallowed as eyes shifted to me. I placed my red cup on top of one of the dressers. I avoided their stares and focused on North. “It’s just a couple of minutes, right?”
“You’d rather go with me though, wouldn’t you?” the girl, Jade, said next to him. She stroked a red painted fingernail across his chest. “Me or the Ice Queen?”
A rippling wave shattered through me. Ice Queen? Was that the rumor going around? Was it because I didn’t talk? 
“Take them both,” someone said.
The guys laughed.
North grunted. He lunged through the crowd, grasping my arm, tugging me toward the closet. “Two minutes.”
“Take your time,” one of the guys said. “We’re not in a hurry.”
North shoved me into the walk-in closet. The door closed behind us. The last look I got was from Jade, her raven hair falling across her cheek. She glared in after us with her arms crossed over her chest.



CLOSET
With the door closed, North spun around, staring down the door with his arms folded.
“North?” I asked quietly.
“You shouldn’t have come in here,” he said, his tone lower than I was used to. He talked to me with his back turned. “You should have went back to Silas.”
The coldness caused me to step back. Was he angry with me? I thought I was helping. He didn’t seem to want to go in the closet but he had to if he wanted to do what Mr. Blackbourne said. Was it the girl? He didn’t seem to want to go in with her.
Or maybe he did. She was very pretty. I wouldn’t have picked her, but who was I to pick anyone for any of them? 
Only he felt he needed to protect me, so he chose me to avoid problems?
I cowered into myself, my shoulders slumping forward and I stared at the tidily vacuumed beige carpet. Memories of my mother locking me in her closet swept through me but I bit them back. At least we weren’t in the shower.
I wanted to slip back to Nathan. I wanted to lie and say I wasn’t feeling well. I wanted to go back to my house with him, or his house, or Kota’s. I didn’t care. Parties were stupid. I wanted to be with them somewhere else. I didn’t want to see North going into closets with other girls. 
“Why did you want to come?” North said, grumbling. “What in the world made you want to go to some shit party like this?”
I trembled where I stood. “I’m sorry,” I said softly.
I sensed him moving, turning to face me. I couldn’t get myself to look at him. I didn’t want to see the anger in his eyes. I messed up. Kota was right to warn me about this. I should have listened to him.
North sighed. “Sang Baby, don’t look like that,” he said in a gentler tone. “This isn’t your fault.”
My cheeks felt hot. “If you wanted to come in with the Jade girl, you should have picked her. I could have gone and looked for the other guys.”
North snatched at me by the arms, shaking me enough that my head rolled back and I was looking up at him. “What the fuck are you talking about? I didn’t want to go in here with her. I picked you.”
“I thought you picked me just so I wouldn’t be alone. That’s why you said I should have gone back to Silas, right? I would have been fine if you wanted her. If you didn’t want me to come to the party, I wish you would have said something before.” 
North’s mouth fell open. He let me go and took a step back. “Sang Sorenson,” he bellowed, pointing a finger at me. “If I ever hear you talk about yourself like that, or assume what I want again, I’m going to kick your ass.”
“But you just said ...”
“That’s not what I meant,” he barked at me. “I’ll go out with who I want, when I please. And not when and where some shit-faced teenagers tell me.”
I stared up at his dark eyes, fixated by the fury, awestruck by his power. “I ...” I stammered. “I don’t ...”
“If Silas hadn’t insisted we had to go to this party, I would have made good on my promise to take you to the beach tonight instead.”
My eyes widened. “North ...” I said, trembling now out of something warmer than before. 
“I don’t do anything half-assed,” he said. He stepped closer, nearly hovering over me. “Sang, I’ll take you out if you want, but you’ve got to tell me that’s what you want, too. I’m not doing it to babysit you or protect you. I mean I’ll do that but that’s not what I mean when I ask you out. And I’m not going to let anyone peer pressure me into a closet with some skank who wants to take whatever party drug is on tap and fuck her after. I wouldn’t do that to you.”
I took another step back away from him, mostly out of the ferocity of his voice. 
He captured me, grasping me by the arms with his coarse hands. His handsome, gruff face closed in on mine until he was a breath away. “Are you going to tell me you don’t want to now? Is that what you were saying?”
My heart thundered and I rattled in his grasp. “No! I mean, yes. I mean ... I do want to be with you.” The words sounded better in my head, and meant something different before I spoke. I couldn’t find words to say how I felt. I did want to go out to the beach with him. I was glad that I was in the closet with him and not with Jade.
I was especially happy he had never wanted her in the first place.
North’s gaze fell over my face, tracing a line with his eyes from my forehead to my mouth. His face softened. “Sang,” he breathed out. His eyes lowered, falling on my mouth again.
A trembling started in my spine. The sensation cut through me exactly as it had with Kota. North wanted to kiss me. I was going to let him.
A rattling noise cut through and North grunted, let go of me and turned around.
The door swung open. It was the same group, but the girl was gone. A couple of the guys shook their heads. 
“Boo,” one of them called. 
“Yeah, you’re not even kissing her,” another cried out.
“Two more minutes!”
The door closed again. There was a click, and the lights over our heads shut off.
“God damn it,” North said. “I knew this was going to happen.”
My heart thundered in my chest. I took a step forward. Feeling through the dark for him. My hand made contact with his back. He jumped out of my reach.
“What are they doing?” I asked in a quiet voice. I felt braver since I couldn’t see his face.
“They’re waiting for a show.”
“What show?”
“Us,” he said. His hand found my arm, and he traced it to my hand, holding it. “They’re waiting to see us make out or something before they let us out.”
I harrumphed.
“Yeah. My thoughts exactly.”
“Should we get Silas to help?”
North grumbled. “It’s my fault. I haven’t been doing my job. I should have downed an Icee, too. They’re doing it because I haven’t been talking to them. They want to see me do something stupid. Stupid people like it when others do stupid things with them. Welcome to high school.”
I sighed. “What do we do?”
“Wait for them to get bored,” he said, squeezing my hand. “I’m not going to let our first kiss be at some drunk ass party, in some godforsaken closet in the middle of nowhere.”
I floated where I stood. He thought about kissing me. It brought a smile to my face, despite his complaining. 
It also gave me an idea. “North.”
“Yeah, Baby?”
“Maybe we should give them what they want.”
He squeezed my hand. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Do you remember the slumber party we had? Do you remember Luke and me in the closet?”
He paused. “You want to trick them?”
“If you want to get out of this closet and be accepted, we can just pretend for now. It wouldn’t be a real kiss. It’s not like they need to know.”
He shifted closer. I could feel the heat of his body near mine. His breath fell across my forehead. He stood in silence for a minute as if contemplating. “I don’t think I want to do that. I don’t want kids talking all week about us fucking at some party.”
I didn’t want that, either, but I also didn’t want to be in the closet any more. I wanted to go home. 
I trembled, but lifted my free hand. I found his face in the dark. I thought he would stop me but he was stock still. I traced his jaw, finding his mouth with my fingertips.
I stood on my toes.
He lowered his head.
With my fingers covering his mouth, I kissed my fingernails. His lips puckered against my fingertips. He’d kissed me back. 
I fell back on my heels, unsure of what else to do. I was braver in the dark, but I was still inexperienced. What now?
It was as if that small effort was everything he needed. North felt for my hands, pushing me backward. He nudged me until I was against the wall of the closet. He collected my hand, pushing my fingers against my mouth. My other hand he took up by the wrist and pinned it to the wall.
He tucked his face down. He brought his lips to my fingers. 
His lips crushed against the back of my fingers. I trembled. Even through my fingers, with that thin barrier, I felt his fury and temper speaking to me through his kiss. It echoed my own. He hated this and wanted it at the same time. I did, too. I didn’t want to do this here. I didn’t want to be in the closet and gawked at, ready to face rumors the next week. I wanted to go home, to crawl into bed. I wanted North to go with me, to snuggle like we usually did.
Part of me wanted to drop my hand away from between our lips. 
I kept them over my mouth though. I agreed with him. Whenever we really kissed, and in that moment I knew we would in the future, I didn’t want it to be like this. Kota was right. First kisses were supposed to be special. This wasn’t the place or the time.
North put pressure against my wrist against the wall, drawing it up over my head. His knee knocked into my thigh. His other hand found my face, cupping under my chin as if directing me. He tilted my head slightly. His lips parted as he kissed against my fingers.
He was showing me how he would kiss me.
A flickering from beyond my closed eyelids caught my attention. The light was on overhead. A rattling sounded at the door.
I wanted to pull back, but realized this was what they wanted. I stiffened but remained, unsure of what to do.
North defiantly kissed at my hand hidden between us. He gripped my free wrist to the wall. If I had wanted to move, I lost my chance. I was trapped now.
Hoots sounded behind us, followed closely by laughing and a slur of encouragements and sickening suggestions. North ignored them all, kissing against my fingers. When he finally backed his head away, he zeroed in on my face. His eyes distant and yet drowning me with the passion he’d tried to flood into me with his kiss. 
“Holy fuck,” a familiar deep voice said from behind North. 
North stiffened in front of me, letting go and drawing away to stand guard in front of me. His jaw set, fists clenched.
Silas and Nathan stood in the doorway, mouths hanging open. 
Next to them were Jay and Rocky. Jay’s face was solemn, like he expected this of me. 
Rocky was beaming. “Looks like you’ll have to break up with her, Silas,” he said. “Didn’t know she was dirty.”
“What the hell are you doing to her?” Silas bellowed at North. 
“They forced us in here,” North said, gesturing to the guys, who had fallen back behind Rocky and the others.
“So? They do that all the time,” Rocky said. “Doesn’t mean you steal your friend’s girl. That’s harsh, dude.”
Silas lunged forward, with enough fury in his face that if I wasn’t pressed to the wall already, I would have fallen back.
Nathan pushed himself in front of Silas. “Stop, don’t,” he said, grabbing at Silas’s arm and hauling him back.
Only when I peeked around North’s arm again, their eyes didn’t match their expressions at all. Silas looked annoyed. I knew for sure that despite Nathan’s strength, he wasn’t a match for Silas with his power and mass. Silas wasn’t really fighting. He was faking. 
North readied himself, his fists lifting. “Fuck off. She didn’t want to. They locked us in and said they wouldn’t let us out unless we did.”
“Oh, is that all it took?” Jay quipped.
“Shut the fuck up,” North said.
The others who had forced us into the closet laughed, falling back and leaving the room.
“Come on, Sang,” Silas said through his clenched teeth. 
Jay rolled his eyes. “Why bother?” he asked, glaring my way.
Rocky was still looking too happy that this happened. “Let’s get out of here,” he told his friend. “Break up eminent.” Jay and Rocky ducked out of the bedroom. 
North grunted and sighed when it was just me, Nathan and Silas left. “Shit.”
“What the hell were you doing?” Nathan said through his teeth. “Did you fucking kiss her in there?”
“No,” North said. “Well kind of.”
Nathan’s mouth gaped open and he slid a glance at me.
I covered my hand with my fingers in response. Nathan and Silas tilted their heads curiously for a moment, trying to connect what they’d seen to what I was expressing to them now. It took a moment but Nathan’s eyes finally lit up. “Oh ... oh. Like Luke did.”
Silas blinked. “Ah. But what the hell? Why’d you go in anyway?”
“It’s a long story,” North said.
I stepped around North, tired of the closet. “What are we supposed to do now?”
“I don’t know,” North said. “I wasn’t prepared for this.” 
I found my red cup on the dresser, held it in front of me while I turned around. “Maybe we should go home. Or are we still trying to get you guys to stay friends with the team?"
“I don’t know if we can all leave together,” Silas said. “Or maybe we can sneak out. Maybe I should go in the closet with her. Nathan, you can tell them we’re fucking around or something.”
“I don’t want to start that,” North said.
“You didn’t leave me with much a choice, did you?” Silas barked at him. “I’ve been trying to save her reputation all night and you just messed it up.”
“What do you mean save?” I pressed. “What reputation?”
Their mouths clamped shut and they glared at each other. 
I rolled my eyes. “Will you both stop? Please? Just tell me what’s going on.”
“It’s nothing,” North said.
I made a face, furious with them. Why didn’t anyone ever tell me what was really going on? They thought I had trust issues? They were just as bad.
Angry, I pushed the cup to my lip. It was a replacement for my finger mostly, pinching my lip to my teeth.
North frowned at me. “Don’t leave your damn cup out and then drink from it.” 
“It’s fine.” I wasn’t planning to drink from it but his snapping at me had me firing off without thinking.
He snatched the red cup from my hand and put it to his mouth, took a swing. He glared at me while he was doing it, but as he drank, his expression changed from annoyance to surprise. He pulled the cup from his mouth, spitting back out the liquid in his mouth into the cup.
“What?” Silas asked. “Someone spit in it? Good. You deserve it.”
North frowned, using the light from the closet to peek into the cup. “Someone put something in it.”
Silas and Nathan’s eyes went wide. I glanced from them to North and back. “Why? What is it?”
“I don’t know,” North said, his eyes swinging back and forth as if thinking. “I swallowed something. A pill, I think.”
“Roofies?” Nathan asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t think so,” North said. He shook his head. “I need to get out of here before whatever it is starts working.”
Nathan nodded, turning to me. “Sang, follow North out to the car. Silas and I are going to make one more round as if we’re leaving, but we’re going to look for whoever might have done this to see if we can figure out what it was.” He dipped his hand into his pocket, pulling out his keys and handing them over. “Get in the car. If he falls down or something before he gets there, stay with him.”
“Let’s go,” North said. “I don’t know what it is, but it’ll hit soon. It was partially softened by the water.” He made a fist, punching at the dresser. “I hate fucking parties.”



NORTH UNLEASHED
I followed North out of the party house. I was terrified that whatever someone had given him could be dangerous. Should we make him throw it up? He didn’t seem too concerned about it possibly being poisonous.
I didn’t know much about parties or drugs at all. I knew what weed smelled like, thanks to high school bathrooms. Other than that, I didn’t know what to expect. Was he going to start hallucinating? 
What was worse was it felt like my fault, too. For that reason, I walked behind him instead of next to him. 
When we got out into the sea of cars in the yard, though, North slowed, turning and pulling me along. He wrapped an arm around my head, covering my eyes. “Don’t look,” he said, and he started forward, keeping my eyes covered and pushing me along.
“What? Why?”
“Will you shut up and trust me for once tonight?” he asked. 
“Why can’t I see?” I didn’t understand and I was stumbling next to him. Was this the drugs talking to him already? Was he doing something crazy? 
“There’s teenagers fucking in their cars. Do you really want to watch?”
I gasped. Was he serious?
“That’s what I thought. Just hang on to me,” he said. 
I tripped along next to him. The way he did it made me think there was a couple in every car along the way. 
When the noise from the house died down, North’s hand slipped away from my eyes to rest around my shoulders. 
We closed in on the car. I looked through the group of keys for one that I thought belonged to Silas and unlocked the door. North fell into the back seat, I slipped in next to him, scared to leave him alone.
North slumped in the seat, putting a palm on his forehead. “When they get here, you should sit up front,” he said. “If we can’t figure out what this is, you probably don’t want to be next to me when it hits.”
“Should we go to the hospital? Should we call Dr. Green?”
“We’ll call if we can’t figure out what it is and if I start doing something really stupid.”
I hated this. We were finally going home, which I was grateful for, but this was much worse. I was angry at everyone on the football team for this, and at everyone at the party. They were all awful. No wonder Kota didn’t want me to go. I kicked my sandals off, picked my feet up off the floor, wrapped my arms around my legs and buried my head into my knees. I just wanted to hide my anger.
“Don’t, Sang Baby,” North said. I sensed him shifting and he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to lean against him. “Don’t fall apart on me now.”
I collapsed into him, relieved to have him so close. It was only minutes since we were in the closet together and he was kissing me, but now it felt like a million years ago, another person. My cheek pressed to his chest. “I don’t think I want to go to another party.”
He cupped my head, pressing his nose to my hair. “Never?”
“Not one where they’re trying to poison you, North.”
He frowned against my head. “You do realize that they were trying to poison you, right? It was your cup.”
I fell quiet, unsure how to respond. He was right.
“Next time, will you listen to me? Please?”
“I did listen to you.”
“You were about to drink the water.”
I sucked in a breath, pulling back from him. “I wasn’t! I just said it was probably fine.”
“You had it at your mouth.”
“I was just pressing it there,” I said. “I wasn’t going to drink it.”
He grunted. “How was I supposed to know? And I was still right. If you did take a chance on it ...” He stopped, rolled his eyes, falling away to sit back against the seat. “I can’t believe this. I can’t take you anywhere without someone else trying to fuck things up.”
“What else am I supposed to do?” I fired back at him. “Lock myself up in the closet?”
He sat up, his hands reaching out to grip me by the shoulders. “Shut up. Don’t you ever fucking say that again. Don’t talk like that.”
“Well what do you want me to do, North?” I asked. I wasn’t really angry with him, just at the situation and at people I couldn’t yell at. I knew I should have kept it to myself but I couldn’t stop. “I can either go out and do things and try to pretend to be normal or I’m stuck not going anywhere. Which is it? Where do you want me?”
His mouth fell open, moving like words wanted to form but he couldn’t figure out which ones. He scowled, shoving me.
I fell onto my elbows in the seat, backing up slightly against the door. He dropped on top of me. I trembled. I’d gone too far. I’d made him mad.
He shoved my hand toward my mouth. He brought his mouth down hard against my fingers.
The moment of panic slipped away the instant I realized he was kissing me. The heat I felt with hate and anger inside of me turned into something I didn’t recognize. All I knew was I cared about North and he was right there in front of me. I wanted to forget everything about tonight and be happy again, and he was the only thing there that could save me from it. The heat of his body was warming against the chill of the evening. His power was overwhelming but I surrendered to him. Trust him, he’d told me. They knew what they were doing. Let go and let them take over for a while. I willed myself to stop worrying about everything, and it was much easier to do when he was directing.
My free hand drifted up, and I clutched at his chest over his heart. 
He kept his lips over my hand, but gripped at my hips, sliding me down further into the seat. The hoodie slid up at my back, exposing part of my belly. 
When his fingertips traced against the softness at my bare side, I trembled.
“Baby,” he pleaded against my fingers as his mouth seemed to swallow through my hand to kiss me. “Sang ...”
His knee knocked against mine, shifting up along my thigh. He pushed, parting my legs. He gripped at my hips again, readjusting me where he wanted me against the seat and he pushed his body down on top of me. I felt his hip bones biting into my inner thighs and his groin pressed up against mine. His rough hands slid up my sides, dragging the material of Kota’s hoodie and my shirt up along with it to expose more of my stomach. 
I gasped against my fingers at my mouth. I didn’t understand what he was doing. My mind was wild, wondering if I’d gone too far. The heat of him was suddenly overpowering. I gently nudged at his chest with my hand, unsure of how to tell him. At the same time, I didn’t want to stop.
He hovered over me, and let go of my sides. His hand found mine at his chest and he squeezed it, pulling it from his body and pushing it up against the door over my head. He pinned it there at the wrist.
He broke from kissing at my fingers, his dark eyes like deep shadows. His heavy breath fell against my face.
I looked back at him, tempted, afraid, warm, wanting. The will to let him take over again overtook me. I wanted to connect with him and this felt like the answer, only I was scared, too. It was like being this close would make him see who I really was and that I was probably nothing like he imagined.
His other hand clutched my wrist, drawing my fingers away from my mouth. He pinned that one, too, against the door over my head.
His eyes zeroed in on my mouth.
The door behind him flung open. North’s face turned from heavy hunger to surprise.
“Get off of her!”
There was a grunt and North sailed away from me. He fell backward, spilling out onto the grass through the open door.
I scrambled to get up, terrified and confused.
Nathan loomed in the open door. He ducked his head in. “Sang,” he said. He held out a hand. “Come on.”
I don’t know how I managed to hang on to him, I was shaking so badly. Nathan collected me tenderly, pulling me from the car.
Out in the yard, Silas had a foot on North’s chest, keeping him pinned to the ground.
“Get the fuck off of me,” North said, his eyes wild. He gripped at Silas, clawing at his foot. This wasn’t the fake fighting I’d seen earlier with them in the closet. This was real. “Let me go,” he shouted. 
“You’ll thank me later,” Silas said, putting more pressure onto his foot.
“Stop,” I called out to Silas. “Don’t hurt him.”
“Fuck you,” North yelled at Silas. Even while North scrambled, his body seemed incapable of gathering enough strength to get Silas off of him. “Give her back. I’m not done with her.”
“Come on, Sang,” Nathan said, pulling me away and walking me around the car. “Don’t look at him.”
“What’s wrong?”
Nathan opened the front passenger door for me. “It’s the Ecstasy talking, Sang. He’s high. I don’t know how much he got.”
“What’s going to happen to him?”
“We’ll have to watch him until this gets out of his system.”
“Should we call Dr. Green?”
“Maybe,” Nathan said, nudging me toward the car. “Let’s just get out of here.”
I relented, and fell into the seat.
Nathan shut the door. He ran around the car. Silas removed his foot and picked up North. North’s body slumped against Silas, like he was a little unstable. It looked like he was dizzy.
Nathan held North up while Silas slipped into the car. Silas reached back as Nathan was pushing North onto the seat. When North was inside, his head rolled back against the headrest. “Fuck you all. Fuck.”
Nathan opened the driver’s side door. He patted his pockets and looked over at me. “Keys?”
“Got them,” Silas said, fishing them off of the floor and passing them over.
Nathan selected one and started up the car.
North rolled around in the back seat, cackling. “Oh god. I love parties.”
I glanced over at Nathan, but he was focusing on turning around to go back down the road. 
“You okay, Sang?” Silas asked from the back seat. He slipped a hand over, putting it on my shoulder. 
I glanced back at his concerned face. “Yes, I think so,” I said. I wasn’t really sure I was okay. At what point exactly did the drugs in North’s system take over? He seemed almost normal before. Now he was rolling around and looked crazy.
“Of course she’s okay. She was with me. We were doing fine. We could do it some more.” North’s voice teetered on being throaty, almost a growl. “Fucking Christ. Oh that closet. Heh. Fuck me. God no, fuck her. Her mouth ... I was right there. Fuck you guys. Give her back.” North lurched forward, making a grab for my arm.
“Shut up,” Silas said, shoving his arm back. “And don’t touch her or I’m going to sit on you.”
“Fuck you, Silas. You were a prick for bringing her out here. Getting her to perch on your lap like she’s some kind of toy.”
“Ignore him, Sang,” Nathan said. He hit the gas pedal, speeding down the road. “Don’t listen to him.”
“What’s going to happen?” I asked.
North laughed.
“He can’t control what he’s saying,” Nathan said. He leaned his elbow against the sill of the window as he drove, brushing fingers through his reddish hair. “It’s stuff you shouldn’t hear.”
I collected my knees again, drawing them to my chest and off the floor. My arms wrapped around them and I curled up into myself. I sighed into my legs. A comforting large hand from Silas landed on my shoulder again, holding on to me. I might have crawled back there with him if it wasn’t for North.
“Fuck you, too, Nathan. Chewing on her fingers. Her gorgeous damn fingers. And fuck you, she could call me honey if she wanted. She can call me what she wants. You don’t get to ...” He laughed again, at a pitch higher than I was used to hearing from him, nearly barking. “Fuck kissing her fingers. It’s close enough. It counts. Oh yeah. No. I’m not sharing. I don’t want to share her. Put her on a boat back to France with me. Fuck her parents. I’ll kill them if they touch her again.” He laughed again. “God, she thought I wanted that damn bitch back there. Taking a bitch over Sang. Fucking cunt almost fucked me over. Fuck her. No. Sang. That’s what I mean. That’s what I want. Those thighs. Rip those apart and ...”
Silas leaned over, shoving his palms against my ears. “I don’t think I can take this the whole way back,” he said.
“We need to listen,” Nathan gripped the steering wheel. “We need to hear in case he starts complaining about being too hot or something internally wrong. If he passes out, we need to call Doc.” 
We raced through the night. North sputtered nonsense. Silas tried sitting forward and cupping my ears for me, but he occasionally had to wrestle with North as he took turns lunging at each of us.
The road was mostly empty. We zoomed past trailer parks and the occasional house set up on an acre of land and neighbors a mile apart. Nathan tried blaring music to drown out North’s talking. It didn’t help. North would try singing along and when he missed the words, he’d curse at us all.
“Let’s tie him up,” Silas said.
“I don’t want to do that now,” Nathan said. “We’re almost back, I think.”
A flashing light flared and a siren sounded.
“God damn mother fucker,” Nathan bellowed, hitting the steering wheel. 
I cowered into myself, eyes wide. The police. The last thing we needed. North was high. Nathan really had been speeding.
I was without parents. If they tried to call them, I’d get into so much trouble.
Nathan slowed, pulling off to the side of the road. As soon as he did, he and Silas moved at the exact same time. Silas lunged himself into the front seat, dropping down like he’d done this a hundred times.
My eyes widened. What were they doing? I gaped after them, wanting to ask but scared to death already and I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know.
Nathan settled into the back seat with North. 
“Fuck you. I don’t want you,” North said. “Send Sang back here.”
“Keep your hands off of her,” Nathan said. “And shut up or we’ll all get hauled off.”
“Send Sang back here and I’ll keep us both quiet.”
There was a thud, and North yelped, sinking back into the seat, his hand clutching at his abdomen. 
A knock at the driver’s side window spooked me. I jumped in my seat. 
Silas rolled down the window. A beam from a flashlight blared into my face and then at Silas.
“You kids out late tonight?” the officer said. I couldn’t see his face. His flashlight had my eyes spotting with colors. 
“Yeah. Trying to get home. Football game was tonight. We won,” Silas said.
“You weren’t drinking, were you?”
“No, sir.”
“Want to step out of the car for a minute? Bring your license and your registration?”
Silas nodded. He leaned over the center console, fishing out his registration. As he did, he spoke in a soft tone. “Aggele mou, don’t worry. We’ll get you home soon.”
My mouth was clamped shut. I tried not to shake and stress out that this could be the end of everything.
Silas stepped out of the car. He left the door hanging open and the officer had him walk with him to the back of the car. 
I held my breath, straining to listen.
North started giggling. 
“Shush,” Nathan said. “Don’t.”
“Sang,” North stage whispered to me. “Baby, come back here.”
I closed my eyes, curling into myself, forcing my head to my knees.
There was a touch on my shoulder, a slapping sound and the hand let go quickly again.
Another knock rattled me, and I popped my head up. The officer was standing outside my door now. “Want to step out here with me?”
“Fuck no, she doesn’t,” North said.
Nathan punched him again. 
I reached for the car handle, lunging myself out of the car quickly. I wasn’t going to let North backtalk a cop and get thrown in jail. I’d go and get arrested before I let that happen.
Silas stood by the trunk of his car, his arms folded over his chest. His eyes landed on me and followed as the officer led the way to the passenger side door of his police car. The cop opened it. “Have a seat.”
This got me rattling again, but there was nothing I could do. I didn’t know why I was being put into a police car. Was he going to take me to the station? Was I being arrested? What could I do to stop it? I thought about punching a button to call Kota or even Mr. Blackbourne, but I wasn’t sure how I could explain this. Maybe Nathan would do it.
The cop half jogged around the car, getting into the driver’s side. He shut the door. He took out a docket book and opened it, starting to write something on what looked like a ticket. “What’s your name, sweetie?” he asked, his tone curious.
My eyes widened. Here it comes. “Sang Sorenson,” I said quietly. I couldn’t lie so what else could I do?
“Where were you all at tonight?” he asked, not glancing up from his ticket writing.
“There was a party after the football game,” I said.
“Do you know those boys in the car with you?”
“Yes.”
“What are their names?”
I blinked after him. He might know Silas now, but would he know the others? Why was he asking me? “That’s Silas standing. The other two are North and Nathan.”
“They’re your friends?”
“Yes.”
“Where are you going?”
“Back to my house,” I said. “Or Nathan’s. We live on the same street.”
“Are your parents home?”
Yikes. “Yes,” I tried. 
He flinched, looking up at me. “Are they asleep?”
“Most likely.” It wasn’t technically lying.
It was still dark inside his car. I could barely make out the closely cropped head of hair and the broad nose. “Did you drink tonight?”
“No.”
His eyebrow lifted. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. I had water.”
“Good girl. What about your friends?”
“I think they just had water, too. Before we went inside the party, they were telling me not to drink anything else.”
The officer’s eyes flashed in surprise. “That sounds very responsible. So why are they speeding down this road like a bat out of hell?”
I swallowed. Maybe a partial truth would work. “We’re all really tired. It was a bad party. We really just wanted to get home.”
He glanced up and out the window, squinting toward the blue sedan. “Do you want to tell me why your friend is beating up your other friend in the back? Or do I have to go ask?”
My head snapped around. Silas was standing where he was supposed to, but focusing on the car, yelling. The rear side door was open. It looked like Nathan was trying to yank North back from stepping out of the car. 
I gulped. 
“Do you want to tell me again that they weren’t drinking?” the officer asked.
I cowered. All I had to go on was Mr. Blackbourne’s words to keep my nose clean. Was being honest what he would want from me now? “They weren't drinking, but someone put something in my drink,” I said, worried this confession might do more harm than good, but I didn’t want him to go over and talk to North and North badmouthing the cop enough to get arrested. “North stopped me from drinking it, but drunk it himself. We didn’t know something was in it until he tasted something funny in the water.”
“What was in the drink?”
“We don’t know. They went back to find out. Nathan said he thinks it’s ... Ecstasy?”
The officer’s head tilted toward me. “That doesn’t seem like Ecstasy to me.”
“He could be wrong,” I said, worried I’d said too much. Maybe I should call Mr. Blackbourne. “I don’t know if he knew for sure. But shortly after we figured out what happened, North started acting crazy.”
The officer sighed. “I could take him.”
“No,” I said, lunging a hand across the console toward him in desperation, my fingers brushing at his arm. “Please. We were hurrying home so he could sleep it off. We’ve got a friend who is a doctor. We’ll keep an eye on him until he gets over it. If he gets too bad, we were told to call the doctor.”
The officer’s face shifted, softening. “I guess if there’s a party out there where people are dropping drugs into cups, I need to be there. But you really should call your doctor friend right now. You don't know for sure what was in that drink.”
“I can call him now. And I’ll make sure Silas drives slower,” I said. “He was just in a hurry to get North someplace where we wouldn’t cause trouble. We were having a hard time keeping him in the back seat.”
The officer smiled at me, opening the car door on his side. “I can at least help with that,” he said. “Stay here for a second.”
My heart thundered through me, rattling my entire body as the officer climbed out and shut the door. He pulled something out of his belt, a long piece of plastic. He said something to Silas, who seemed surprised, gazed in my direction but nodded. The officer pointed to the boys in the back. Silas replied and stepped up to the side of the car, opening the door on North’s side.
North fell out onto the asphalt, sprawled out on his stomach. The officer put a knee to North’s back, holding him down. He collected North’s hands, brought them behind his back and used the plastic piece, which I realized was a zip tie, and tied his hands behind his back.
I nearly fell back into the seat. I’d just gotten North arrested. 
But the officer waved Silas over, and he assisted him with getting North back into the car. The officer said something to North, pointing at his face and shut the door.
Silas remained by the car as the officer jogged around to the door where I was sitting. He opened it.
“Come on. They’ll take you home,” he said. “I’ll give your friend a warning this time.”
I wedged myself out of the car. “Thank you. I’m sorry for the trouble.”
“Just tell me where this party is.”
I bit my lip, unsure. It felt like tattling, and I thought maybe it would get all of them in trouble.
“If anyone tries driving home after another one of those, I might have dead teenagers on my hands tonight. Tell me where you were.”
I sighed, nodding and relayed about how far back down the road the house was and what it looked like. “There’s a bunch of cars around it. It’s the only one like that.”
“Tell your friend to drive slower and call that doctor.” He motioned for me to head back to the car. “And if I were you, I’d stay away from parties.”
“Thank you,” I called after him fully agreeing. He nodded, getting into the driver’s side and pulled the cop car around, driving off in the direction we had just come from.
Silas approached me. “Sang?” he asked carefully, looking surprised and relieved. “What did you tell him?”
I turned, my finger hovering over my lip. “The truth.”



AFTERMATH
Silas drove the rest of the way home. A couple more cop cars passed us on the way but they didn’t stop and Silas kept at the speed limit.
North was cursing in the back seat, but with his hands tied, he couldn’t lunge after us anymore, so there was some benefit.
When we finally got back to Sunnyvale Court, Silas pulled into Nathan’s drive. Kota’s car wasn’t parked at his house, so he must have still been with Victor. I wondered if he had an easier night and almost wished I’d insisted on going with him.
By that time, North had quieted. Now he mostly just giggled and rambled off under his breath. I was wondering if he was losing his voice.
Nathan got out, and Silas opened North’s door.
Nathan whistled at me. “Peanut,” he said, flashing keys in my direction. He chucked them at me. “Open the front door.”
I ran ahead of them, trying to find his house key in the near dark. I was shaking where I was standing, tired. I pushed Nathan’s door open, seeking out a light switch to turn on.
“Out of the way,” Silas thundered at me. Nathan and Silas were struggling with half carrying North. North was grunting like an animal, dropping his feet down and trying to launch himself off of his friends. 
I backed up, unsure which direction to go. I ran for Nathan’s kitchen. Nathan opened a door next to the laundry room, revealing a second bedroom. There was a large waterbed in the middle. The floors were wood, bare. The air inside was stale, and I suspected it was his father’s bedroom.
They planted North on the bed. North rolled onto his stomach against the short wave of the water.
“Don’t fall off,” Silas warned. “I’m not picking your ass back up.”
“Fuck you,” North slurred into the pillows. His eyes half opened, and narrowed on me. “Sang,” he called. “Baby, untie me.”
“Get out of here, Sang,” Nathan said, nudging me out.
“No,” North wailed. “Sang,” he called louder. “Sang! Come back.”
I cringed. Hearing his pleading for me made me feel so sorry for him. He was sounding so sad and lonely now. 
Silas followed us, closing the door. Nathan and Silas lumbered toward the kitchen. I followed. 
“Will he be okay?” I asked. “Aren’t we supposed to keep an eye on him?”
“Let him sleep it off,” Silas said. 
“I’m going to bed,” Nathan said. “I’m done.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Silas opened the front door. “I’m going to lock up. And I'll call Dr. Green. Be right back.”
Nathan turned to me. “Tired?”
I slumped. Yes! I was tired. I could have slept for weeks. “Please tell me we don’t have to do that again.”
Nathan laughed. He ducked into me, scooping me up and carried me down the hall toward his bedroom. “No more party closets for you, Peanut.”
♥♥♥ 
The moment I touched down on Nathan’s bed, and warmed up under his blankets, I was dead asleep. I didn’t feel Nathan climbing in on one side, or Silas getting in behind me. The bed was big enough to fit the three of us if I kept myself thin in the middle. When I woke up sometime during the night, it comforted me that they were both there. 
Sunlight filtered between my eyelids in the morning, but I ignored it. Silas had an arm propped up under my head, acting as a pillow. Nathan had a foot tucked between my ankles. There were a couple of different blankets mashed up between us. 
“Sang,” a familiar voice whispered to me.
I was so out of it that when the room quieted again, I started to drift back to sleep.
There was a chuckle. “Sang. Wake up.”
My eyes fluttered open. I blinked at Silas sleeping next to me. I turned to spot Nathan, still on his side and asleep.
“Sang,” the voice spoke louder now. Kota stood at the foot of the bed, dressed in a green T-shirt and jeans. He shifted a fingertip over the top of my foot sticking out from the covers. “Come help me make breakfast.”
I sat up, rubbing my face and glancing around for a clock. It was nine a.m. That was super late to sleep in for the boys. 
“Come on,” Kota said, waving a hand to me.
Kota held a hand out for me and I took it. He pulled me away from the others and steadied me when I touched down to the floor.
“Where have you been?” I asked quietly.
He pressed a finger to his lips, winking at me. “We’ll talk out in the kitchen.”
I tiptoed out with him, closing Nathan’s bedroom door behind us. Kota opened Nathan’s fridge, ducking his head inside and gathered eggs, a packet of bacon and a loaf of bread and butter. He found a bottle of Starbucks Mocha Frappuccino coffee and tossed it at me.
I wasn’t sure if I wanted the sugar rush that morning but I opened it anyway, wanting something to help clear my throat. Once I had a sip, I was feeling better. My stomach was dead empty since we hadn’t eaten dinner last night. I realized I was still wearing the clothes I’d worn the day before, including Kota’s hoodie.
“Have a good time?” Kota asked. He found a couple of frying pans and set to work making bacon. 
I stood next to him, leaning on the counter. “Probably not as much fun as you did.”
He smiled quietly, waiting for the pan to heat up. He approached me, putting his hands on my hips and he picked me up until I was sitting on the counter top. He placed a hand on either side of my thighs, looking up into my face. “Tell me what happened.”
His request lured me into talking, sipping the coffee to wake myself up more. I started with when we got to the party. Kota went to work, frying up eggs and bacon. I wanted to get up and help but he held up a hand, insisting I just talk.
I was just getting to the part about shoving North into the second bedroom when Nathan stumbled in, bleary eyed and rubbing the back of his mussed bed-head hair. “Mornin’,” he yawned out, not seeming surprised that Kota was there and making breakfast.
“The bacon’s almost ready,” Kota said. 
Nathan crossed to me, taking the bottle of coffee from my hand and draining the last sip from the bottom. “Please tell me we have real coffee.”
“Haven’t made it yet,” Kota said. He glanced at me. “You want to go get Silas and North?”
“Don’t send her in after North. He’s probably still tied up.”
“Then it’s probably best she go in after him, isn’t it?”
Nathan huffed. “Good point.”
That didn’t sound fair. Wouldn’t he be mad at me? 
“Get to it, Sang,” Kota said. “He’ll be late for work.”
I grumbled, slipping off of the counter. I opted for waking up Silas first.
I tiptoed back into Nathan’s bedroom. Silas had turned over in the bed to face the wall, with a couple of blankets covering his body. I crawled over the bed on my knees. I put my hands on his arm, shaking. “Silas?”
He grumbled, tucking further into himself.
I had to smile. It wasn’t often that I was the first one up and had to wake them. “Silas?” I called, a little more sing-songy. 
“Aggele mou,” he half-sung back. 
“Ready for breakfast?”
“Not really.” He sniffed, flopping over onto his other side to face me. “Hey,” he said in a quiet voice. “I’m sorry about last night.”
I blinked at him. “Why? North drinking from my cup and all that wasn’t your fault.”
“Not that,” he said. He sighed. “I mean, I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable. I didn’t mean to turn you into a trophy.”
My lips parted. “Silas ...”
“North was right.” He sat up, shoving his palm at his eye to rub away the sleep. “I wasn’t thinking. I thought it would be fun. I thought if you stayed with me all night, some of those rumors would calm down.”
“What do you mean? What rumors?”
He frowned. “It’s in the notes you get. The ones North takes from you.”
“I thought we weren't reading them.”
“North reads them,” he said. “He reads all of them.”
My eyes widened. “Why would he do that?”
Silas smirked at me. “To make sure they aren’t going to eat your liver,” he quipped, quoting something I had joked about when North first started intercepting notes for me.
I shook my head, waving my hand dismissively in the air. Even when I didn’t know it or wasn’t thinking about it, North and the others still looked out for me. In the moment, I really didn’t care what anyone else thought of me or why. The guys were what mattered. Victor was right. Worry about those who matter. “You meant well,” I said. “You were doing what you thought you should do. Don’t be sorry about it.”
Silas pursed his lips. “It’s not the only reason why,” he said. He turned in the bed, putting his feet on the floor, standing and stretching. “It was kind of fun thinking of you as my girlfriend for the night.”
This sent a river of sparks shooting through my spine. “Silas ...”
He beamed after me. “Next time I ask you out, I promise, no parties.”
Silas followed me out to the kitchen. My mind was barely able to tolerate the idea of being sent in to wake up North.
Nathan handed me a pocket knife, the blade open. “Be careful with this. It’s sharp. Don’t cut yourself.”
“Or North.”
Nathan smirked. “If you accidentally cut North, I’d call it karma.”
I chuffed at him. How could he say that?
“I’m kidding!” He held up his hands. “Don’t give me that look. I didn’t mean it.”
I rolled my eyes, padding my way across the house toward the second bedroom.
I knocked this time, unsure I liked the idea of entering alone. The last time I saw North, he was so wild and saying such bad things. I half expected him to be super angry and still in the same state.
When I peeked in through the crack in the door, North was on his side in the bed, facing the opposite wall. His arms were still tied behind his back. His hands looked puffy.
“North?” I called softly.
“Hm?” North murmured, not moving.
“Can I come in?”
“I’m not stopping you.” 
This didn’t exactly sound like an invitation. Were the guys sure I should be doing this?
I opened the door, leaving it slightly ajar just in case I had to call in the others for help. I tiptoed near the bed, gazing down at North.
“Are you okay?” I asked him quietly.
He shook his tied arms at my direction. “Do you mind?”
I supposed it was safe enough. He wasn’t cursing. I used the knife Nathan had given me, being extra careful to aim it away from North so I wouldn’t cut him. 
When the zip tie snapped free, North yanked his arms, rolling onto his back and pushing his hands above his head, flexing and making fists. His eyes looked blurred, but not with the same crazy expression, just tired. “Sang,” he said.
“North.”
He grunted. There were indentions on his wrists and spots where the skin had rubbed raw. “Now I know how you felt tied to that damn stool. Almost.” He sucked in a deep breath. “At least you didn’t put me in the shower.”
“Why would I do that?”
He put his arms down, sitting up slowly and turning on the bed to put his feet on the floor. “You probably should have,” he said, gazing at his bare feet. He must have kicked off his socks and shoes during the night. “I deserved it.”
I released a breath, wanting to reach out to him but I wasn’t sure how or if he wanted me to. “Don’t say that, North.”
He turned his head from me, avoiding my eyes. “I said some really bad things.”
“You didn’t mean it,” I said. “You were drugged. It was the ...”
“It was the drugs that made me say it out loud,” he said, his head lifting, and his eyes finally meeting mine, shining with sorrow and an anger bubbling somewhere deep inside. “It wasn’t the drugs that made me think them.”
I tried to recall exactly what he had said the night before. I was doing what Nathan had said and tried to not pay attention to it so I didn’t give it any credence. “It wasn’t what you said. It was how you were saying it. But none of it was your fault.”
His eyes narrowed at me. “Will you stop softening this?”
I blinked at him. “What do you mean?”
“Why aren’t you angry? Why aren’t you yelling at me?”
My lips parted. “I didn’t know I was supposed to.”
He chuffed, shaking his head. He fell onto his back on the bed. The black T-shirt rode up his stomach, revealing his dark trail that lead to his belly button and the definition in his abs, temporarily distracting me. He pressed his hands to his eyes. “I didn’t mean to do that to you in the car. I mean I wanted to, but I knew I shouldn’t. I couldn’t stop myself.”
“North ...”
“Will you let me finish, please?”
I flinched, taking a step back. A finger fluttered up to my mouth. “Okay.”
“You should have pushed me off,” he said. “I was about to ... I mean I was going to ...” He sat up. His voice strained. “Why didn’t you tell me to stop?” 
I couldn’t stand this anymore. He was beating himself up over something he couldn’t control. 
I stepped forward again, closing the gap between us. He sensed my approach, sitting up higher, surprise and anger simmering together under the surface. He opened his mouth again with what I was sure was some more self-pity and desire for me to be angry and hurt him. I didn’t have any of that in me.
I dropped my fingers from my mouth, bringing them to his lips. It was his turn to flinch, but I didn’t give him a chance to respond. 
I closed my eyes and planted a kiss on my fingers.
I drew back, opening my eyes. His eyes fluttered open, locking with mine. It was all the courage inside me could give to him. I didn’t know what else to say or do.
His hands gripped my arms. He drew me to sit in his lap facing him. My knees found the bed on either side of his hips. 
He pushed my hand back to his mouth, kissing the fingertips. His lips slipped down to my palm. Sparks sailed from his mouth to my hand, and fluttered into my heart. I clutched at his chest, feeling unbalanced on his lap but I wasn’t willing to move. I wanted to be there with him. North, the fierce, ever vigilant watchman. 
“Sang Baby,” he murmured against my palm. He kissed it and sighed heavily. “God, don’t hate me.”
I broke. I pulled my hand away from his mouth and slipped my arms around his neck, burying my face into his shoulder. His big hands closed in on my back, pressing me to his body. His lips buried into my hair.
“Do you still like me?” I whispered.
His mouth twisted into a smile against my head. “Yes. Do you still like me?”
“Yes.”
“You shouldn’t be so damn nice to me.”
I nuzzled at his shoulder. “Do you really want me to stop?”
He pulled back until he could look at my face. “You shouldn’t be afraid to tell me to back off. You can tell me what you want. Tell me what you’re thinking.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “You shouldn’t be afraid to tell me things, either.” Isn’t that what he was just complaining about? The drugs had let slip some things that he was keeping to himself, things I didn’t realize he’d been feeling. While the way he’d said it was crude, at least he told me something. He’d said everything I wondered they were thinking and confirmed my fears. 
I’m not sharing. I don’t want to share her.
He felt he was sharing me with the others. Did Nathan and Silas feel the same way last night, despite what Nathan said that it was okay? Did Kota feel like he had to share me with Nathan? Did it require drugs for North to be honest with me?
His mouth opened and his lips twisted for words but nothing came out. He shook his head, sighing heavily. “I don’t understand you sometimes.” He collected my other hand and kissed the palm. He inhaled deeply, kissed it again and started to nudge me away. “Do me a favor. Try to ignore me for the next couple of days.”
I stepped onto the floor, moving away from him so he could stand up. “Why?”
“If this was Ecstasy, there might be some side effects. I might get a little grumpy.”
“You mean more than usual?”
The touch of a smirk caught the side of his mouth. “Very funny.”



SELF DEFENSE 
After breakfast, Silas and North left for the diner. They were a little late, and North looked like he’d been run over by a truck, but he claimed he could get through a couple of shifts. 
Kota insisted I get dressed, despite my pleas to be a sludge for the day. He’d promised self-defense training and wanted to get started. I was tired and not sure I was ready for this. I took a long bath and changed into a pair of shorts, stuffed myself into a sports bra and a T-shirt. I twisted my hair, clipping it back, but a couple of locks of hair fell against my face. I tried shoving them behind my ear but they remained defiant, slipping back across my cheek.
When I was done stalling, I padded back into the house, calling for Kota and Nathan but didn’t hear any of them. I was about to call them on my phone but caught the sliding glass doors in the living room hanging open, letting in a gentle breeze. I stepped out.
The pool gleamed, sparkling and full of alluring promises. Beyond it, the shed doors were open wide. Kota and Nathan stood together inside, their heads tucked together as they talked. They wore identical black pants and top robes resembling karate uniforms I’d seen on television. 
I circled the pool. Kota turned his head as I approached, his lips portraying that calm smile. He stepped forward, offering a hand out. Instinctively, I dropped my hand into his. He grasped it, and tugged me into the shed.
I felt the polish against the grain of the wood on my bare feet. My finger betrayed me, shoving itself against my bottom lip.
Nathan pushed my hand from my mouth. “Stop being nervous,” he said. “We’re not going to hurt you.”
It wasn’t really what I was nervous about. It was just new-to-me stuff and I wasn’t sure if I could do it. 
“She’ll be fine,” Kota said. He swept a finger across my cheek, catching one of the locks of hair and shifting it back behind my ear. When he did it, the lock stayed, as if afraid to defy him. “Ready to get started?”
“What do I do?” I asked, feeling strangely out of place. They looked professional in their gear.
“Let’s see what you can do,” he said. He jerked his head at Nathan, doing that wordless communication. 
Nathan took a few steps back, kneeling on the floor by the wall. He planted his palms on his thighs, waiting and watching.
Kota tugged me by the arm until we were in the middle of the wide space. The karate posters and displays of colored belts along the walls, plus the open doors with the drift of pool chlorine were distracting. 
“Okay,” Kota said, nudging his glasses up. He stood by, his hands by his sides and his feet shoulder width apart. “Pretend I’m not a nice guy and try to hit me.”
My face radiated. I knew he meant well, but I felt really awkward striking out at him. “I don’t know ...”
“Sure you do,” he said. “Do what you did in those fights.”
I chewed my lip, wanting to push my finger to my mouth but knowing Nathan would probably say something about it so I forced my hand back. 
“Peanut,” Nathan said, “while you’re waiting, he could have hit you a bunch of times.”
“You’re not going to hurt me,” Kota said, although he hadn’t moved, still standing still without even a hand up in defense. “Try punching me.”
I swallowed, made a loose fist and swung it toward his chest. 
His hand shot up, cupping my knuckles before I made contact. “That’s not a punch. Throw another one.”
I pulled my hand back, turned my body a little to swing my fist stronger at his chest.
His hand shot up again, stopping me before I struck. “Better, but stop aiming for my chest. Try somewhere else.”
I chuffed, still feeling weird about hitting Kota. I knew under his almost nerdy persona he was actually muscular, almost as much as Nathan. I wasn’t worried about hurting him, but the act itself felt bizarre. 
I pulled my arm back, aiming this time for his stomach. 
He slipped a grin, stopping my fist again. “Stop doing it so softly. I’m not a china doll. You’re not going to break me.”
“It’s awkward to hit someone.”
“It didn’t stop you during the fights.”
“It’s easier when someone is swinging back.”
“Practice will make it easier to swing first before they get a chance to hit you.” He pushed my fist back. “Now pick up both hands and swing at me.”
I picked up both hands, unsure of what to do with my left hand. I swung out at Kota’s stomach again, trying to do it quickly.
He caught it again. “Aim for different spots. Don’t throw punches all in the same way or it becomes instinct to do it that way and it might not be the best place to hit every time.” He let go of me, putting his own fists up in front of his face. “Try this.” He demonstrated by punching the air to the side. He jabbed with his right, and did a hook follow up with his left. He did it two more times before he backed up and put his hands down. “You do it.”
I did, although with loose fists and slowly, aiming at his chest.
“You’ve got the hang of it, but stop trying to hit center mass.” He captured my hands and pressed my palms to his chest. “What do you feel here?”
I blushed, not really sure what he meant. “Muscles?”
Kota’s mouth tripped with a smile. “There’s ribs. Bones. Bones are bad. You want to avoid hitting them. You’ll do a lot of damage to your hand. You don’t want to hurt yourself, you want to take down your opponent.”
“I don’t want to hurt anyone.”
“Sweetie, if you get to the point where you’re having to throw punches, you aren’t looking to hurt. You’re looking to incapacitate.”
My eyes widened. 
He seemed to recognized my surprise and nodded, his face turning solemn again. “This isn’t for fun. If there’s trouble, your first job is to run. If you can’t get away, you strike out at them until you can get away. You do that by knocking them out, getting them from standing to on the floor in the shortest amount of time possible. You hit hard, hit fast and don’t stop until they’re down.”
“Can’t I just push them? Trip them up or something?”
“No,” he said, his mouth tightening. “You don’t get to do that.”
“Why not?”
“You don’t get to give warnings. If someone’s close enough that you can’t run, and they won’t let you get away, you’re done. Kick, swing, whatever you have to do.”
“It sounds mean.”
“Ugh,” Nathan groaned behind us. I glanced back at him. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor. His elbow was on his knee, his head propped up on his hand. “Peanut, will you just listen? If someone isn’t letting you run away, he’s not a nice person. Beat the shit out of him.”
Kota let go of me and took a step back. “Try again.”
I sucked in a breath, holding up fists and aiming at his stomach.
“Better,” he said, “but don’t aim for all the same spots.”
“Where am I supposed to aim?”
“Anywhere there aren’t bones.”
I paused, recalling the fight and how I’d struck out at Greg in the throat and how quickly he went down. I slowly swung out, aiming for Kota’s throat so he knew it was coming.
He grinned, cupping my fist. “Stop playing with me. But the throat is a good spot. One good hit can take a guy down pretty quickly. It doesn’t matter where you hit them in the throat, just avoid the face and the collarbone. The face isn’t bad, but there’s bones and with your small hands, you’ll likely break your fingers first. You can hit the nose if you can reach, but since you’re shorter, you’ll have an easier time aiming for the throat. Pick another spot.”
I blinked at him, outside of his stomach and his throat, there was only one last spot I could think of and I for sure didn’t want to try.
“Kick him in the crotch, Sang,” Nathan said as if reading my mind.
“Will you let her figure this out?”
“She was never going to do it.” He stretched his arms over his head, bending them around to tighten his muscles. “She’s too nice to try.”
He was right. It had come to my mind, but I didn’t really want to try it. It was embarrassing and since he’d said throw punches, I wasn’t sure if I should try it like that.
Kota rolled his eyes. “But yes, he’s right. Three spots you should be aiming for are the groin, stomach and the throat. Strike out where you can, of course, but if you aim at those places, the bad guy will go down quickly so you can take off. Try again.”
I swallowed, swinging this time at Kota’s throat. He caught it. I aimed at his stomach, and he caught it again. 
I zeroed in on his groin, blushing and trying to figure out how to attack.
“Front kick,” he said, seeming to read my mind.
I did, again slowly. Before I made contact, he took a step back out of the way.
He popped me with his palm sharply against my thigh. “Faster.”
I swung at him repeatedly in those spots. He showed me where to hit him in the solar plexus in his stomach for something more substantial to aim for. Every time I tried to kick him in the groin, though, I did it slow and he popped me on the thigh.
“Sang, if they see you coming, they’re going to take you down first. You need to move faster.”
“It’s awkward,” I said. 
He blinked at me. “What?”
“It doesn’t feel natural. I think it’s because I’m shorter. I’m on my tiptoe trying to get close and I feel like I’m about to fall over when I kick before I get there.”
“It’s because you’re doing it slow,” he said, the power he had slipping into his voice. “Do it faster. You might be on your toe, but if you strike quickly, you can put your foot down again. You want to catch the person off guard, not try to warn him off by going slow.”
No warnings. I tried a kick again, a little faster but still wobbling on my toe.
“Faster.”
I did it again, he blocked it.
“Faster.”
I chuffed, doing it again. He forced me to repeat it several times, occasionally popping me on the leg when I was too slow. By then, I was building up a light sweat. Swinging punches was tough.
“Good,” he said. “Nathan’s turn.”
Nathan jumped up from the floor coming over to us. “About time.”
“Sang, attack Nathan.”
“But ...”
“Now. Hit him.”
The order seemed to roll off of his tongue so easily that it struck me. This was Academy training. The realization sent jabs of excitement through my heart. He’d told me before he didn’t want me in the Academy, and here he was barking orders at me like he did when they were working. Is this what it would be like? Is this what I thought I wanted? They weren’t always fighting, I knew, but something Derrick had told me the other day came back to me. They were always working. I’d noticed that, too. They were always moving forward, and now I was rolling with them as they were trying to catch me up to speed. 
I struck out at Nathan’s stomach, almost as slow as I’d done with Kota at first. Nathan snatched my hand by the wrist, tugged and let go and sent me stumbling.
“You’re too slow, Peanut.” He stood by casually, his arms at his sides. 
“Do it again,” Kota demanded. 
I tried kicking him. Nathan cupped a hand under my calf and yanked, sending me to my knee before letting go. 
“Not so hard, Nathan.”
“She’s being soft.” 
Kota took my hand, helping me up. “Watch this, Sang,” he said. He approached Nathan in a casual stance. He started with slow strikes. “Hit here in the solar plexus first. When he drops his chest forward,” he did this, demonstrating and with Nathan pantomiming being hit, “grab his neck, lift your knee.” He demonstrated kneeing him in the face. “If he’s still up, try kicking him the crotch or punch him in the throat. But first you have to get faster at hitting him with that first strike. The first strike is the most important for you. They can easily take you down with one hit, so you’ve got to make yours count.”
I sighed, pushing a palm across my forehead to clear away some sweat. I stood again in front of Nathan. Nathan’s blue eyes held that serious expression. 
I bit back my resistance and tried a swift punch toward his stomach. He stopped my fist, but didn’t grab for it again, instead he lurched forward like he’d done with Kota. I pushed his head down, bringing my knee up. He blocked it easily with an arm. This time he popped me in the thigh. “Too slow.”
I grunted. He stood up again and I did all the same moves, trying to go faster. This time when I almost kneed his face, he blocked but backed off like he’d been hurt. I kicked out, aiming for his groin and he stopped it, grabbing my leg but held it instead of yanking.
“Better,” Kota said. “You’ll get better with practice. We should set up a training schedule.”
“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Nathan said.
I’d have to do this all the time? 
“Let’s try something else,” Kota said. “Let’s work on getting you out of sticky situations. This type of practice we’ve been doing is nice if the guy is standing still in front of you, but more than likely that won’t be the case.” He nodded toward Nathan.
Nathan approached Kota from behind, wrapping his arms around Kota’s shoulders and pinning Kota’s biceps down to his chest. Memories of Silas doing something similar to me, asking me what I’d do in a situation like that flooded back to me.
“If you can’t get away,” Kota said, “and they grab you, what do you do?”
“Stomp on a foot?”
Nathan laughed behind Kota. 
Kota grinned. “That works in movies, maybe. It can work but there’s too many circumstances, like your aim, his ability to move his feet and depends on what type of shoes the guy is wearing and how tall he is. If you have to fight, it’s risky to waste time on stuff that might not work.”
“What do I do?” I asked, unsure how to figure this one out. He had his arms pinned. If the feet stomp didn’t work, what was left?
Kota smiled at me. He raised his arms up, grabbing over his shoulder for Nathan’s head. Kota shoved his body forward, yanking, and flipped Nathan over his shoulder. Nathan crashed, sprawled on his back at Kota’s feet.
“Wow,” I said.
Nathan laughed, coughed and sat up. “Fun times.”
“The head, if you can reach it, is a good place to start,” Kota said. 
A buzzing noise sounded. We all reacted at once. There were cell phones in the corner of the shed on the floor. Nathan got up, crawling over to it. “Aw shit. It’s my dad. Hang on guys,” he said. He got up, hopped out of the shed toward the pool to answer his phone.
The call surprised me. Nathan’s father. Nathan had said he was mean. He was never there so to me it was almost like he didn’t even exist. I wondered what he would have thought of me and Silas and North sleeping over, or how a lot of my clothes that I hid from my sister were in Nathan’s closet. 
“Come on, Sang,” Kota said, dragging me out of my thoughts. “Let’s practice.” He curled his fingers at me.
I approached him, unsure of what to do. He twirled his hand, indicating that I should turn around. I spun on my heels, exposing my back to him. His hand clutched my side to pull me into him.
My core quaked under his touch. I knew I probably wasn’t supposed to, but my mind drifted from thinking about self-defense to solely about Kota. The scent of sweet spices from his body drifted to my nose and my heart thundered. 
He slipped his hand across my stomach, and his other arm wrapped around my shoulders, holding on to me. His breath fell against my hair. “When someone has you like this,” he said, “do what you can to grab at the head. Aim for the ears so you get a good grip. Try it with me.”
I forced out a slow breath, lifting my arms up and feeling for the sides of his face. I felt the shorter strands of his neatly trimmed brown hair against his scalp by his ears. I cupped my hands there.
“Good,” he said. He shifted behind me, bringing his powerful chest against my back. “From here, you want to push back with your hips.” His hand slid down from my stomach, over my side and to my hip.
My fingers moved of their own will, stroking at a spot behind his ear. 
A very short, very deep start to something like a growl escaped his mouth. The hand on my hip clutched tighter. “Focus, Sang,”
His strong hands and commanding tone sent my mind spiraling out of control. I admired the way he took over situations, but it never made me so excited before. “I’m trying,” I breathed, but my tone revealed way more than I could say out loud. I was trying, but I was failing fast.
He inhaled sharply behind me, enough that his chest pressed harder to my back. Another spark shot through my body. My fingers traced back up along behind his ear at his scalp.
His head lowered, and he exhaled against my neck. His nose traced against the crook by my shoulder. “Sang ...”
“Kota,” I whispered, helpless and drowning.
He released my hip, his fingers trailing across toward my stomach, gripping lightly below my belly button.
His touch drew me back until my butt met his groin. He froze there, his body warming mine. His fingertips keeping me in place.
What were we doing? He’d never held me like that before. Memories of the almost-kiss from his car, and his nose nuzzling me at the football game returned. I wanted to say it felt wrong to do this, but I couldn’t, because I didn’t feel wrong at all. My heart ached thinking that Nathan could come in and spot us at any time, about North who admitted he wanted me for himself, and Silas saying he’d like me to be his girlfriend, not to mention the others.
The guilty thoughts slipped away as his nose traced up along my neck, stopping right behind my ear. “I can’t ... I’m not supposed to ...”
My eyes widened, staring off at the opposite wall. Did he think the same things? In my surprise, my fingers shifted down behind his ears. “Supposed to what?” I whispered.
His lips traced the back of my ear. “I can’t stop thinking about you,” he breathed. “I’m not supposed to go this fast. Every time I’m around you I want to touch you and I shouldn’t. I don't want to scare you, Sang.” 
My mind went blank, but the words slipped out and I didn’t know what I was saying until they were out. “I’m not scared.” Total lie. I had no idea what was happening. At the same time, my fingers massaged at his scalp, in what almost felt like a caress. I was afraid to move, afraid to put my arms down. I didn’t want to break the moment. 
He sucked in another breath, clutched me once more and stepped back, wrenching himself away. When I turned, he was facing the opposite wall, fists clenched and stuffed against his thighs. His shoulders rose and fell with his heavy breathing.
I wasn’t sure what to do. Was I wrong? My body trembled at his words and the warmth I still felt when he was holding me. Why was this so complicated? How had he become my friend and in the next moment I was feeling things I was positive I shouldn’t be feeling. Was he fighting the same thing? 
My mind was plagued with the guilt of six other boys who also made me feel the same way. Every time I got close to any of them, it felt like quicksand swallowing me up with the heaviness of guilt I felt for wanting to do these things with them and not wanting to let go of any of them. And I could never tell them. It wasn’t normal. They wouldn’t understand. 
“I’m sorry,” I said.
He spun around, his green eyes flashing from under his glasses. The look had my knees buckling slightly and I took a step back to reclaim my balance. 
He stepped forward, closing the space between us. He cupped my cheeks in his hands
He brought his nose over mine, and he rubbed. He slid it back and forth. He broke away, still cupping my face.
“You’re not sorry,” he said.
My mouth fell open. Of course I was! Or wasn’t I? Maybe he was right. I couldn’t deny that even now I was thinking of what his kiss felt like, yearning to try it out, silently pleaded that he would. I felt guilty, but I still felt helpless to stop the feelings bubbling inside of me. I pressed them down, trying to smother them, but they were still there, waiting to be explored.
Nathan’s voice drifted to us as he spoke on the phone, cutting through the silence that fell between us. Nathan was cursing, practically yelling.
Kota sighed, looking pained and released me. “Hang on. Stay right here,” he said, and he crossed the floor to the door of the shed, jumping out and half jogging to Nathan.
I froze to the spot, obeying his command.



BANANAS
When Nathan got off the phone, they spent time with me teaching me how to flip someone over. It was amusing to me to flip Nathan and Kota over at different intervals. I couldn’t imagine doing it to anyone in real life but knowing I could left me feeling a little more confident about future school fights, if there were any.
A couple of hours later, I’d washed again and put on a fresh blouse and skirt. They dressed in jeans and button up collar shirts. Kota’s was white with pale blue stripes and buttoned formally, and Nathan’s a solid deep red color, all of the buttons undone to reveal the white T-shirt underneath. 
Kota said the lunch crowd at the diner should have thinned out. Nathan locked up the house and we cut through Nathan’s backyard, to the woods behind the house. Kota held open the gate and we found a path that led toward the diner.
“I still can’t believe they got it started so quickly,” I said, walking between Kota and Nathan through the woods. 
“If they took a long time, it’s a waste of money,” Kota said. “The longer you put it off, there’s no customers to bring in an income. Uncle knows what he’s doing.”
I sputtered. “Uncle?”
“Mr. Taylor. We all call him Uncle. It’s what he wants to be called.”
“What’s he like?”
Nathan laughed. “Eccentric is probably the kindest term to use.”
Kota rolled his eyes, nudging at the bridge of his glasses with a forefinger. “He’s not that bad.”
“Uh huh,” Nathan said, kicking a rock from the path. “He’s not bad. He’s just crazy.”
When we got to the end of the path and the diner loomed in front of us, I fell behind Kota and Nathan. The old church building had been repainted in a rich deep blue and the doors and trim were painted a fresh white. The scraggly dead trees were replaced by rows of exquisite rose bushes. The parking lot’s gravel was smoothed out a little, and there were about a dozen cars parked. I recognized North’s Jeep and wondered if Luke drove it into work today. 
A red neon sign hovered over the front above the door: Bob’s Diner.
“Is his name Bob?” I asked.
“No,” Nathan said. 
“Then why ...”
“Easy to remember, or that’s what he said. It’s best not to ask,” Nathan said, grinning. He reached back, taking my hand and pulled me along. “Come on.”
Kota held open the door and Nathan let go of my hand. I stepped inside. There was an arrow pointing to the left, directing to the dining room. The wall itself had a mural depicting various diner styles blending into each other. There was a scene set up like a 50s diner, and it was followed by one from the 60s and 70s, on up to one that looked a little more modern, with people sitting at booths or on stools near a counter. There were depictions of food being served and happy faces.
Nathan smirked. “Gabriel went all out, didn’t he?” 
My mouth popped open, motioning to the walls. “He did this?”
“He designed it,” Kota said, coming up to stand behind me, gazing at the wall. “I think he had a little help setting it up.”
I couldn’t imagine when he found the time. It felt like he was always around me and it was impossible that he could have done this. Then when I thought about it, I realized for the past week, the only place I’d seen him was at school. It struck me again at how they never seemed to slow down. Always moving forward.
There was another set of double doors near the end of the hallway on the right. Nathan got to it this time, holding it open and allowing Kota and I to pass through before following.
The inside of the old chapel, or what I remembered of it, was impossible to depict now. More of the mural hung around the walls of what used to be the chapel. There were carved wood booths along the walls. A half wall cut through the center, allowing for more booth tables and splitting the room up so it didn’t feel quite as overwhelming. Tables were lined up between the rows of booths. 
Each table held a single glass vase with a rose. The room smelled like the mixture of spices and sweetness of the food, but there was an underlying rose scent in the air as well. 
The stage was nearly empty except for a jukebox, currently playing something by Elvis but I couldn’t remember the name of the song. There were a couple of occupied tables but otherwise it was quiet.
A counter ran through the far side of the room, with a set of doors behind it that I knew led to another hallway and the kitchen. At the register was Luke, wearing a white button up shirt, the sleeves rolled up his forearms. His hair was twisted up and in a clip I was positive was mine. He was focused on pushing buttons on the register for the customer standing in front of him. 
Kota and Nathan were checking out the continued mural along the wall. I zeroed in on Luke. It felt like a lifetime since the last time I saw him. It was only yesterday at school. It felt longer, still, since he’d kissed my fingers in the attic. 
Watching him work without him knowing I was there, it was like peeking into his life. His smile was still as handsome as ever, and his mussed blond locks shifted with a slight breeze from the overhead fans. His strong hands snapped a stapler to piece together receipts, and he passed back a credit card he’d just swiped. His dark eyes sparked as something caught his attention and his gaze fell on me.
I smiled quietly back, unsure what to do and how to approach. I knew him. I knew Luke. This was different, a new place and there were other people around, complete strangers. 
Would you be offended if I told you I didn’t want you to come to the diner?
Would he be mad I was here? A finger flitted up to hover over my lower lip and I waited. Would he tell me to leave?
His smile brightened and his dark eyes lit up. “Sang?”
“Hi, Luke,” I said quickly, stepping forward.
He lifted a hand up, motioning around him. “What do you think? Is it like you pictured?”
I smiled, feeling the release of worries that had tarnished my mind a moment ago. I remembered the first time we met and he had me imagining what the diner would be like. “It’s better,” I said, being honest. It wasn’t exactly how I pictured, but how could I have ever imagined this? It was cozy and perfect.
He beamed. He held out his open palm to me over the counter. “Come on,” he said, curling his fingers at me.
He led me down to where there were stools along the counter for customers and paused at one, nodding to it. I understood what he was indicating, and crawled onto the stool, climbing onto it on my knees, and putting my elbows on the counter to hover over it. Luke hovered over the other side, and he beeped my nose with a finger.
Kota and Nathan had followed, sitting on either side of me. Kota drummed his fingers on the counter. “How’s the first day going?”
“Not bad, but it’s just the soft open anyway,” Luke said. “They’re working out the kinks in the kitchen system.”
“Who have you got working?” Nathan asked, glancing around.
“Silas, North and I right now since it’s slow,” Luke said. “And Uncle, of course. The others came in for lunch and some more will start tonight for dinner. They’ll fall into regular shifts tomorrow.”
“When do we start?” Nathan asked.
“Anytime you want,” Luke replied. “You can start now. We’re setting up for tonight.”
I turned to Kota. “Can we?” It stunned me after I’d said it that I’d asked at all. It was as if he was the one that could give me permission to work, and I had to check in with him to do it.
Kota laughed. “You want to work here?”
“Luke said I could.”
“Come on, Peanut.” Nathan slid off of the stool and hooked an arm around my waist to pull me down to the floor with him. “Let’s check out the kitchen.”
Luke showed us the way around the counter and through the swinging double doors that led to the second hallway. This one was painted the same blue as the outside, with white trim and the old carpet had been replaced with dark tile. There were rolling trays and other supplies on shelving along the way. 
Silas was standing in front of the shelves, unloading boxes of supplies. He was grunting, mumbling under his breath. When we got close, he looked up, recognition settling into his face and he stopped mumbling. When he spotted me behind Nathan, he smiled down at me. “Hi, aggele mou.”
“Hi, Silas.”
“Come to help?”
I nodded.
“We’re showing her the kitchen,” Luke said.
“Probably don’t want to go in there,” he said. “North’s not exactly Prince Charming today.”
Kota curled his fingers over my shoulder, walking with me past Silas. “Sounds like we brought her just in time then.”
Why was he always throwing me at North when he’s grumpy?
When we got to the kitchen, the door had been taken out completely, and the remaining archway widened so three people could pass through without trouble. The sound of pots banging and running water didn’t mask the shouting voices. I couldn’t tell what was being said, because it echoed, but I recognized one of them as North.
I fell behind Nathan, Luke and Kota, letting them enter first and nearly hiding behind them. They stopped in the kitchen’s opening, glancing around. I peeked over Luke’s shoulder.
The kitchen had been completely redone. There was a silver door to the left, and shortly after a row of flat grill stoves. A couple stacks of ovens were at the far side of the room. A huge silver table had been positioned in the middle, with overhanging racks of spatulas and spoons. Opposite the stoves against the far walls were two double sinks beside each other, along with piles of dishes. The tile at our feet had been replaced with the same dark tile that was in the entryway and then covered with black rubber mats.
North stood closer to the window, bent over and mixing something in an extra-large bowl with his bare hands. His dark hair was hidden under a black bandana he’d tied around his forehead. He looked up at us, focusing on Luke, Kota and Nathan so he might not have seen me yet. “What do you all want?” he barked. “Luke get back to work. You can’t leave the dining room.”
“Well, if it isn’t Kota and Nathan,” a voice said from behind the silver table. The boys were in the way and I couldn’t see over them to tell who it was. I caught the outline of a bald head, shaved clean, shining under the lights. “Good. We could use extra hands.”
“That’s what we’re here for,” Kota said, stepping forward. “Where do you want us?”
Kota and Nathan moved further into the room, exposing my position. I cowered a little behind Luke, pushing a finger to my lip.
Behind the counter stood a wiry man who may have only been a couple of inches taller than me. His face was heavily lined with age, with a white goatee, the beard long and pointed. His eyebrows were thick, dark, and his eyes matched Luke’s and North’s dark pools. He held a chopping knife in one hand, hovering over a stack of chicken on top of a large wood cutting board. One of his eyebrows arched up, and his thin lips lifted in the corners. “And who, might I ask, is this lovely little bird?”
“Uncle,” Luke said, stepping aside to present me. “This is Sang Sorenson.”
“Ah,” he said, his face sparking with recognition. “You’re Sang. Call me Uncle. All the kids call me that.”
I’d been talked about. I blushed, bowing my head slightly in greeting. “It’s nice to meet you.”
He leaned on the silver table, and started waving his big knife to point at North and Luke and back again. “Tell me something. Which one of my unworthy nephews are you going to end up going out with? Because if they don’t make a move, they’re complete idiots. You’re stunning.” 
My mouth fell open, and my cheeks felt like they were on fire. Did he expect an answer or was he joking? My eyes swung from North and Luke, like his knife, silently pleading for help.
North chuffed. “She’s dating Luke,” he said, rolling his eyes at the bowl in front of him. He glanced up at me, his face like granite.
My eyes flared at him. How could he say that? Was he angry with me about last night? Was he so mad that he would make it sound like he was shoving me off on Luke? Not that I disliked Luke, but it was completely awkward and I wondered if he meant it.
Luke dropped an arm around my shoulders. “Yeah, she’s with me.”
I took a quick glance at Kota and Nathan, unsure. They seemed to have expected this, standing aside quietly and curious but not intervening.
The uncle lifted a brow at me expectantly, awaiting confirmation.
Another quick glance at Kota, and he gave an inkling of a nod. 
“Yes,” I said, turning back fully to face Uncle. With a shaking hand, I wrapped an arm around Luke’s side. “With Luke.” Internally, I groaned. This was expected, preplanned. So it might not have been North being mad, but something he was forced to say. How could they do this without asking me? So I was supposed to pretend to be Luke’s girlfriend around his uncle?
Uncle nodded his head, grinning. He pointed the tip of the knife toward Luke’s face. “You treat her right, Luke. You let this one slip away, you’ll hear it from me.”
Luke tugged me close by the shoulder, pressing a cheek to my forehead. “She’s not going anywhere,” he said. 
I clutched at Luke’s side, still blushing from the attention.
“She wants to get started working here,” Luke said. “Where do we want her?”
Uncle beamed. “What can she do?”
“She can cook,” Luke said. 
“She’s not cooking,” North said, snatching up a container and shaking out salt into his mixture.
“We could let her run the counter,” Uncle said. “Or serve tables. She’ll rake in the tips.”
“I think she’d rather work back here,” Luke said in a quiet voice.
My nerves rattled. Luke didn’t want me meeting other Academy members, so he wanted me in the back where I’d avoid meeting people. I didn’t want him to feel like he had to hide me, but I thought maybe I could satisfy him by working in the back for now and building up to work in the front. Besides, I was nervous around new people, too, and I wasn’t sure I could handle serving tables. “I could wash dishes,” I offered. That seemed safe enough.
Uncle shook his head. “Maybe a little bit, but I wouldn’t want to ruin those fingers, and you will if you start washing dishes all the time.” He picked up a piece of chicken, and started chopping it into pieces. “You can be my prep cook. We need to get started on piecing desserts together. Banana strawberry pie, apple cobbler and chocolate cake. Plain and simple. Luke, set her up with chopping fruit and start working on crusts and fillings. Kota run the counter for now. Nathan find some tables to clear and do the dishes.”
The way Uncle relayed orders reminded me a lot of Mr. Blackbourne and Kota. Luke had mentioned other Academy folks might show up. Did that mean Mr. Taylor was part of the Academy? It hadn’t occurred to me before, but now that I was here, it really did make sense. If he was the owner, and he was in the Academy, he’d completely understand if North or the others had to disappear. He’d hire Academy members without question.
Luke had said he wanted to keep me a secret from the Academy. Was Mr. Taylor not a problem?
Nathan and Kota didn’t miss a beat. They were off together back the way we had come from. Luke nudged me toward the big silver door. He opened it to reveal the walk in freezer. “Let’s get what we need.”
The front of the freezer wasn’t as cold as I thought. There were collections of fruit and milk and other supplies that chilled on a shelf. Further in the back and around the side, there were cardboard boxes, but I couldn’t tell what was inside. 
Luke found a box of strawberries, bananas and apples. He handed me a few of the boxes and collected some other supplies. When he was done, he nudged me out, kicking the door to the freezer shut behind us. 
We put the boxes of fruit down on the silver table. Luke found a knife and a chopping board. He placed them on the silver table. He placed me opposite of where North was stuffing his mixture into a several baking dishes. I finally recognized it as some type of meatloaf. 
Luke picked up a strawberry, and chopped off the green bit. “We need them this thin, Sang,” he said, slicing the strawberry. “Bananas, too. The apples, do like half this thin and half into chunks. Do the apples last, though. Start with strawberries.”
I nodded and Luke stepped out of the way. He hovered over me, making me nervous as I picked up a strawberry, cut off the green and started slicing. 
When he was satisfied that I was doing it right, he clutched my hip, bringing his lips to my ear. “Perfect,” he whispered. He backed off, winking at me and started sorting the other ingredients he needed on the table next to me.
Uncle caught my eye, letting me know he’d seen Luke getting close. He winked at me, grinning suggestively. He approved, and slightly encouraged this relationship. I felt he hardly knew me, but I remembered he also heard of me before he met me. I wondered how much the guys had told him. Did he know my parents were gone?
I was doing fine with the strawberries, grateful for something to do and excited at the same time. I was working with them! Would I do this all the time? I thought it would be incredible. Luke was there. North, as grumpy as he was, was in front of me and focused. I was thinking once he wasn’t so tired and maybe calmed a little, this would be the best job ever. 
And there was Silas and Nathan and Kota lurking around close by, too. Maybe it wasn’t as fun as hanging out at the pool or playing video games together, but if we had to work and do a job, this seemed like a great thing to do. Was this what their life was like when they were at the Academy, too? 
North had put his meatloaf into one of the ovens and washed his hands. When he finished, he was toweling off and watched me. I sensed his dark eyes on me and it had my insides rattling. I knew my fingers were shaking. I kept slicing, trying to focus.
North grunted. He slapped the hand towel onto the counter by the sink. “Sang, scoot over,” he said, holding his hand out for the knife.
I blinked at him, my mouth open as he took the knife from me. “Why? I was doing fine.”
“You’re making me nervous. You’re about to chop a finger off,” he said. 
Who was making who nervous? “I can do it.”
“Just open the bananas or something,” he said, picking up a strawberry and taking over my job.
I sucked in a breath, feeling humiliated. He wouldn’t even let me cut strawberries. I shot a look at Luke, who met my eyes but shrugged, trying to offer a reassuring smile. He wasn’t going to intervene. Maybe he was afraid of angering North when he seemed grumpier than normal. Uncle had his back turned, doing something over the stove and staring at it. I didn’t think he’d heard.
I sighed, making a grab for the bundle of bananas. I broke one off of the bundle. 
Luke knelt by the silver table and fished out a dish from the shelves underneath. “Put the clean bananas here.” He put another dish beside it. “Put the peels here. It'll make cleanup easier.”
I nodded, turned the banana over in my hands and holding the bottom.
North’s dark eyes narrowed on me. “Are you paying attention?” he asked.
What now? “Yes.”
“You’ve got it upside down.”
I checked it. I was holding the banana stem side down. “Yes,” I confirmed.
His eyes flared. “What are you doing?”
“Opening it,” I said, tilting my head and moving my hands to the banana’s bottom, pushing my fingers around the black nub end.
“Do you not eat bananas?” he asked. “You split it from the stem.”
“No, you don’t,” I replied, pausing in what I was doing. My heart raced. Was this the aftermath from the drugs like he’d warned me about?
“Sang,” he barked at me, dropping the knife hard on the table and snatching the banana from me. “You open a banana like this.”
“I know how to open one, North,” I barked back.
He flinched, but narrowed his eyes at me as he tried bending the stem. The banana bent, but the skin didn’t split open. He grunted, tracing the edge of his fingernail along the rim and splitting the skin that way. 
I smirked after him. “You’ve bruised your banana.”
“You can cut that part off.”
“But you took my knife,” I said. “Will you please let me do my job? I can open a stupid banana.”
“You were fucking around.”
“I didn’t even do it yet!” I flared my eyes at him and my voice waivered to a squeak at the higher pitch. “You took it from me before I could open it.”
“What are you squealing about?” Nathan asked, wandering in with a tray full of dishes. He placed it by one of the sinks, wiping his brow and turning to us. “What’s wrong?”
“North won’t let me open a banana.”
Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Dude. Seriously?”
“She’s doing it wrong,” North, said. “She’s getting back at me for last night or something.”
“Good,” Nathan said, grinning and turning to start up the hot water.
“What? No!” I said. “I was opening bananas. I’m not getting back at anyone.”
“Then do it right,” North said. He put down the banana he was holding and folded his arms over his chest. “Do it.”
Nathan smirked at us, leaning against the sink with his hands behind his back. He was enjoying this! When I glanced over at Luke, he was doing the same thing, quietly enjoying the show. Uncle, too, was behind the counter, observing, his lips tilting in a smile.
I twisted my lips at North, embarrassed that he was making me feel like an idiot for something so small. Why was he being so mean? I snapped another banana from the bundle, held it stem side down, putting my fingers to the bottom black nub.
“I said do it right,” North barked, holding out his hand and reaching to take the banana from me.
I took a step back out of his reach. I glared at him, pinched the black end of the banana, and the peel split easily under my fingers. I pulled the peel away, revealing a clean banana without bending the stem or bruising. “I can open a stupid banana, North.” I held it out to him, showing what I’d done.
He paused, his mouth falling open. He zeroed in on the banana and then at my face. “Do it again.”
I stepped forward slowly, wondering if he was tricking me or was going to pop me on the thigh or somewhere else like the others seemed to do when I wasn’t doing something right. I snapped another banana from the bundle, held it stem side down, pinched the bottom and split the peel easily. I pulled the skin clean from the banana.
His eyes followed what I was doing, the glare suddenly gone and in its place genuine curiosity. “Where did you learn that?”
“Monkeys.”
His eyes widened. “What the hell do you mean?”
“It’s how monkeys open bananas.”
Nathan and Luke busted out laughing together, hands on their stomachs. 
“Oh my fucking god,” Nathan said, wiping his eye. “Peanut, that’s awesome.”
“She just told you, North,” Luke said, beaming.
Uncle’s shoulders shook like he was laughing. He seemed pleased again. There was something else hidden under his quiet smile. It seemed like approval, like he expected the boys to be friends with someone like me. 
North chuffed, shaking his head and moving back to cutting the strawberries.
I sighed. Was he done picking on me? I didn’t mean to be so smart aleck about it, but he didn’t even give me a chance. I calmed the fire in my heart, setting myself up to split bananas, cleaning the fruit and dropping the peels on to the plate.
When the others got back to work and I was starting on another round of splitting open a second bundle of bananas, North elbowed me in the arm.
“Yes?” I asked, trying not to sound peeved. I was tired of fighting.
North turned to me, holding up a thinly sliced piece of strawberry. He held it out toward my lips. His eyes met mine, softer now. His thin frown asking me if I was still mad without asking out loud.
I picked up on what he wanted. I opened my mouth. He pushed the strawberry toward my lips, popping the berry into my mouth. The tip of his finger brushed at my lips before he pulled away.
I chewed the strawberry, sharing a soft smile. I wasn’t angry. I only wished he trusted me like he often asked me to trust him.
Something caught my attention, and my eyes found Uncle’s. 
My heart thundered at his expression.
He was frowning after North. He’d witnessed the intimate moment I’d shared with North and disapproved. 
I focused on my job, confused, unable to ask anyone the questions formulating inside me.



THE LIMIT OF JEALOUSY
We spent a couple of hours prepping desserts, dinner rolls, cutting up vegetables and more. When it was getting close to dinner, though, Uncle shooed me, Nathan and Kota out. We’d helped enough and he had other people he wanted to train.
That evening, I fell into bed at Nathan’s house. After trading punches with Kota and Nathan and working at the diner and the late night the day before, I was spent. 
I woke up wrapped up in blankets in Nathan’s bed. I blinked, stretched and yawned and sat up, finding myself alone. Did they ever get to sleep?
I smelled Kota’s spice scent, and Nathan’s leather and Cypress. There were pillows on either side of me that looked used, so I thought perhaps they did sleep next to me but maybe got up before I did. The clock glared ten a.m. at me. That surprised me. They were letting me sleep in? They never did that.
I crawled out of Nathan’s bed, stumbling on the carpet and blurry eyed. I padded out to the hallway. “Kota?”
Silence.
I stepped into the kitchen, eerily still. “Nathan?”
Nothing.
I flinched. The kitchen looked clean. The living room was quiet. I checked the bathroom. The house was empty.
I checked outside, the shed door was closed, the pool and the yard abandoned.
I paused in the living room. I wasn’t sure what to do. Were they at the diner? I suspected if they didn’t wake me, it was probably Academy business. I was surprised they didn’t tell me they were leaving. Or if they did, maybe I was too asleep to remember. 
What surprised me the most was that no one had called or checked in.
I found my phone in Nathan’s bed, mixed up in the sheets. When I pushed the button, the phone didn’t turn on. I groaned, realizing I must not have charged it. 
I stood in Nathan’s bedroom, unsure of what to do. It amazed me at how much I relied on the others now. I felt awkward being alone inside Nathan’s house and I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do for the day. It amused me. Before I had thought it odd that Kota seemed to guide my every move and here I was lost and waiting without him. How crazy was that? 
I checked Nathan’s closet, finding shorts and a shirt to wear for the day. Even then, I hesitated, wondering if there was something I’d end up doing and would require me to wear something else. Without knowing what they wanted, every move seemed awkward. It was tempting to spend the day relaxing and doing whatever I wanted to do, but a deep part of me knew what I wanted was to be around them. The truth was I enjoyed their company a lot and it made me happy and satisfied when I was with them. I didn’t feel so lonely and felt much more confident when they were by my side.
I dressed quickly. I knew Nathan had a similar phone and I could probably charge my phone there but I didn’t know where he kept it and I still felt awkward being in his house alone. I left, making sure to lock up behind myself and walked home.
When I got to my house, I felt a strange sense of returning to something not quite right. At first, I thought it was because I’d spend two nights away from the house, and I’d never been gone for that long before. 
I stepped into the living room. Soda cans and water bottles littered the floor, along with an empty bowl, popcorn kernels still at the bottom.
More than what a single person would consume.
Eyes wide, I tiptoed through the house. Out of habit, I checked my parents’ bedroom first. It was empty, the air almost stale from disuse.
I treaded my way through the hallway and up the stairs. On the landing, I paused, listening. Quiet.
I tiptoed to my room, twisting the handle and when I’d opened it a crack, letting the handle go slowly as to not make any noise. I pushed the door open, careful not to let it hit the wall.
A figure was outlined in my bed under my blanket. Someone was sleeping there. 
I figured it could be Luke or Gabriel or one of the other guys. Why did he come here and not over to Nathan’s where I was? Kota would have told them I was there. Or maybe they slept over here for another reason. It didn’t bug me, but I was confused.
I sniffed at the air, trying to figure out which one it was, only I couldn’t catch a scent I was familiar with. I thought for sure it must be Gabriel. He smelled different all the time. I tiptoed closer, and smiled to myself. I’d surprise attack whoever it was.
I angled myself, trying to figure out the best place to jump on the bed so I wouldn’t hurt him where I landed. I counted off from three in my head and jumped.
I landed with my knees on either side of the body, my hands on the blanket to pin whoever it was down. “Boo!” I called out, but my voice cracked with laughter at the end. 
A shout barked from under the blanket and I was flung from the bed. I landed hard on the carpet, tumbling. I cried out in surprise, not expecting to have been thrown that hard.
The blanket was yanked back. Derrick’s sleepy face appeared, looking stunned and creeped out.
My mouth fell open and I sat up quickly. “Derrick! What are you doing here?”
He blinked at me as if he was unsure what I was asking him. His eyes flittered around the room, he shook his head, recognition settling in. “Oh. Sorry. Your sister said you were at Kota’s.”
I got up on my knees. “You spent the night?”
Derrick nodded. 
“Did you stay up late?” I thought I should have been upset, but I wasn’t. It simply surprised me. I didn’t know Derrick and Marie were friends.
“We were watching movies downstairs,” he said, moving to the edge of the bed and rubbing at his face with a palm. “My sister is over in Marie’s room.”
My eyes widened but I recovered before he stopped rubbing at his face. Danielle was here. How much did they know? “Sorry about jumping on you. I thought you were ... um ... I don’t know. Gabriel or someone.”
He smirked. “Marie said they slept here on occasion. I didn’t know it meant in your bed.”
I blushed. “It’s not like ...”
Derrick rolled his eyes and waved a hand at me. “No, I know. They’re perfect gentlemen. They probably sleep in their clothes and facing the wall and everything.”
“You’re not going to tell people at school, are you?”
Derrick laughed, standing up. He was wearing jean cutoff shorts and a t-shirt advertising a band I’d never heard of. He combed back his bowl cut dark brown hair. “And risk the wrath of Blackbourne? No, thank you.”
“He wouldn’t be like that.”
“Oh yes, he would,” Derrick said. “Are they downstairs?”
“They aren’t here.”
He blinked at me. “Seriously? Are they on their way?”
Why was this hard to believe? I knew they were around a lot. I couldn’t blame him. They seemed to be my shadow lately. “I don’t know.” I showed him my dead phone. “I woke up and they were gone. Forgot to charge this.”
“You better do it,” he said.
I hesitated. My problem was the phone charger was in the attic, and I wasn’t sure I was supposed to tell anyone I used that space. He knew about the Academy though, and he hadn’t told anyone, as far as I knew. 
That alone was tempting. He might be able to tell me more about it. If I showed him some trust, maybe he’d show me some in return.
“Can you keep a secret?” I asked.
Derrick shifted an eyebrow up. “I guess so.”
“I just don’t want Marie or Danielle finding out,” I said, and moved to the half-sized attic door. I knelt on the floor, and opened the door. I reached in, flicking the light switch.
Derrick knelt on the floor next to me. I knee walked, finding my phone charger on top of the small wardrobe. I plugged in the phone and sat back on my ankles, looking back at Derrick.
Derrick’s gazed at the dark carpet and the light fixtures in the wall. He touched the ceiling that was painted a similar dark color. “Did you do this?”
“The guys did,” I said.
Derrick smirked. “You really are in deep, huh?”
I bit my lower lip, unsure how to respond.
He tilted his head, looking around my shoulder. “What’s back there?”
I motioned for him to follow, crawling toward the platform. The rose sconces lit the way, revealing the pink and black bean bag chair and the collection of photos.
Derrick made a low whistle, plopping cross-legged on the carpet. “Honestly, I’m surprised they didn’t remake your bedroom. That’s what they do. Lure you with nice things and suddenly they’re asking favors.”
“They’re not that bad,” I said, feeling defensive. Maybe it was a mistake to show him this. What was wrong with favors? Or was it a favor at all he was talking about? Maybe he meant how they were always working. I thought of Kota and Nathan pitching in at the diner, not giving it a second thought. That wasn’t a favor. It was being nice and helping.
His dark eyes and angular face fixed on me. “Do you know what you’re getting yourself in to?”
A finger fluttered to my mouth, pinching my lip to my teeth. “I think they’re nice. They do good things.”
“Yeah. But they aren’t normal.” He motioned to the attic space around us. “Secret attic spaces. Secret plans. A secret school no one can visit unless you’re a member.”
I remembered something Mr. Blackbourne had told me when I first asked him questions about the Academy. “They said they’d be swamped with applications and parents wanting to get their kids inside.”
“Or maybe,” Derrick said, “they are up to stuff they don’t want other people finding out. Secrets are kept for a reason. It’s usually a bad reason.”
I didn’t have a response. It was the same attitude Mr. Hendricks had, but Derrick had been closer to the guys than our principal. “I’d like to keep this attic a secret. Is that wrong?”
He flinched. “I guess not. That’s where it starts though. First it is little stuff like attic spaces. Next thing you know, you’re burying bodies in the woods and sworn to a blood oath or something like that.”
“They wouldn’t do that.”
“Will you ever know for sure?”
You believing there’s a secret makes it seem more important than it is.
Mr. Blackbourne’s words echoed through me. If I trusted in what Mr. Blackbourne told me, the Academy’s secrets were a lot like this attic space. Would it be a huge deal if Marie or Danielle knew? It wasn’t illegal and it wasn’t really important. It was simply less complicated keeping the information limited to a select group of people, people who were used to swearing secrecy and keeping their word.
I smirked at Derrick, feeling more confident in my answer. “I’m pretty sure they don’t kill people.”
Derrick laughed. “Yup. They got to you, too.”
I pouted. “Is it that bad?”
Derrick shrugged. “Not really. Just make sure you find out all the details before you sign up completely. I mean seriously, they never take a day off.”
The phone started rattling on top of the wardrobe. A text message was coming in.
“See what I mean?”
♥♥♥ 
I responded to Kota asking if I was okay. I let him know Derrick was with me at my house. He didn’t seem surprised by this and told me Nathan would be back later that afternoon. If Derrick had to leave before Nathan got back, he wanted me to head for the diner. North was there, Luke wasn’t.
It was tempting to head to the diner anyway, but given that North was there and none of the others were, I was hesitant. I didn’t mean to avoid him, but if he was grumpy, I wasn’t sure he’d want me around. There was also the way Uncle had reacted when North fed me the slice of strawberry. I wasn’t clear on what it meant, and I wanted Kota or the others around if I were to return. 
Derrick, however, was prime to get outside and do something. I followed him out to the driveway, and watched as he played basketball. I was going to join him, but part of me was tired still, and I wanted to be lazy.
At one point, the basketball rolled out of control toward the wide work shed at the very end of the driveway. It smacked against the shed’s front rolling door.
“What’s in there, anyway?” Derrick asked. He clasped at his side, breathing heavily. He’d removed his shirt, and his chest glistened with sweat. He swiped his forehead with the back of his arm. 
“A bunch of boxes,” I said. “Actually, I don’t remember.” Now that I was thinking about it, I was curious, too. I’d been so busy with Academy secrets that a lot of the boxes my parents hadn’t unpacked in the shed left me wondering if there was anything forgotten and possibly useful. 
I stood, and crossed the driveway toward the shed. Derrick followed behind me, an eyebrow cocked, curious.
I turned the latch, and tried pulling the large front shed door up. It stuck about a foot off the ground. Derrick joined me, and tugged the door. Together, we managed to lift it over our heads.
Inside, the collection of boxes was bigger than I thought. “Well,” I said. “I think I found my new weekend project.” I counted the boxes, and I guessed it would probably take a week for me to clean it out if I were to do it alone. 
Derrick squinted into the space. There was a blue utility carpet on the floor. A collection of shelves encircled the walls. I found a switch for the overhead fluorescent tube lighting. The lights flickered overhead but were dim for now, warming up. When they finally flickered to life, we stepped inside, glancing around.
“What’s in these?” he asked, pushing at a wardrobe box. 
“I don’t know,” I said. “When we moved, there was a lot of stuff in the old garage, things we weren’t supposed to play with or old toys we’d outgrown.”
Derrick weaved his way further into the shed, scanning the items placed on top of boxes. There was an old lamp on one, and I was sure it didn't work anymore. There was an old kitchen chair with a broken seat. It made me wonder why they bothered to bring half of the items if they were broken. 
I was starting to open the lid to one of the taller boxes to peek inside when Derrick called to me. “What are these?” he asked.
I weaved my way through until I was behind him and leaned to look around his arm. There were a couple of old bicycles sitting together on the ground amid more boxes and broken furniture.
Memories reeled back through me. “I forgot about those. We got those when we were eight, I think.” It was before my mother had gotten really sick. My father had bought them used from a neighbor who had been moving at the time. After she started on the medication, and we slowly became restricted to being isolated in our rooms a lot, I’d forgotten about the bikes. They weren’t very useful to me when I used to escape and take walks through steep hills. I wasn’t allowed to ride them in the street, and the bikes couldn’t go through the woods. “Marie’s is the white one,” I said, pointing to the corresponding bike. “Mine was the gray one.”
Derrick knelt and picked up the white one, pulling it loose and holding it up. He inspected the tires and the chain. “Looks like it still works. The tires need filled. Let’s see if we can’t fix these.”
We found a tire pump on the shelf. Derrick tinkered with the bikes, filling the tires and testing the chains. I watched him work, a bemused smile on my face. Derrick said he didn’t like getting called up to work, but when something sparked his interest, he didn’t seem to mind digging in and putting in some effort. Maybe that’s why Mr. Blackbourne or the others thought he might be a good candidate for the Academy. 
When he finished, he took up the white one. He shifted the pedals, and glided smoothly out of the shed and out onto the driveway. “Not bad,” he said. He pumped the pedals a few times and then stood on them as the bike coasted. “Try the other one.”
I picked up the gray bike, nervous because I hadn’t used it in a while. I wondered how stable I would be since I was out of practice.
I balanced myself and sailed out of the shed, standing on the pedals like Derrick was doing. I did shake at first but quickly adjusted, getting used to it again. I pedaled out to the end of the drive and made a wide turn almost into the yard to loop back around.
“They work,” Derrick said. He stopped, leaning over his and touching the chain, pushing at it with his finger. “Could use a little WD-40.”
“Don’t know what we could do with them,” I said. “It’s a short street. And there’s the busy road without a sidewalk at the end.”
Derrick shrugged. “Who cares if they’re useful? Why not just have them for fun?” He straightened again, tensing up and pushing the pedal down on his bike. “Let’s go.”
I pedaled after him, and followed his lead down the road. He raced me around the bend, past his house and out toward the diner on the other end of the half circle street.
When we got close to the diner, he paused, stopping in the middle of the road and putting his bare feet on the blacktop. I stopped my bike next to him, confused. “What’s wrong?”
He gazed out toward the diner, his eyes looking over the collection of cars. “It’ll be busier over here. A lot more people than usual.”
“It’s North’s and Luke’s uncle’s diner,” I said. “That’s good that it is busy, isn’t it?”
Derrick frowned. “Micah and Tom live across the street there.” He motioned to a trailer that was planted on the other side of the highway, and to another one about a hundred feet down the road on the same side. “It’ll make it harder for them to cross over if there’s more people coming here for this place.”
“Now who sounds like they’re Academy cavalry looking out for everyone,” I said, and grinned. “They’re old enough to look both ways.”
Derrick made a face at me, turned the bike around and started racing down the street without replying.
We circled around the neighborhood a few times. When we were done, we pedaled back to the shed at my house. We spilled out under the shade of the open shed. Late September warmth was kicking my butt. How was I so cold the other night at the football game? The weather changes felt out of place to me.
Derrick was telling me about his own old bike, how he broke the frame and hadn’t bothered to get another one, when a familiar sedan pulled into the drive. I perked up, expecting Kota but Nathan stepped out of the driver’s side. He was in jeans and a red Nike T-shirt. Even from the short distance away, I could see the dark circles under his eyes. How early had he gotten up?
Derrick sat up and held a hand up across his eyes against the light, looking out at Nathan as he approached. “Your entourage has arrived,” he said, and smirked.
“Very funny,” I said. I waved at Nathan.
Nathan smiled as he approached. “Hey Peanut.” He gave a short nod to Derrick in greeting. His eyes fell on the bikes. “What are those?”
“Sang and I found them in the shed. We fixed them up,” Derrick said. “They’re pretty nice. Still work. We’ve been riding around on them so I think the tires are okay.”
Nathan laughed. “You two have been having fun, huh?”
“Yeah,” I said, happy that I could prove that I could get along for an afternoon without them hovering. Not that I wanted them to not come over, but I didn’t want them to feel they had to watch me every minute.
“I was going to sleep all day. Her bed is pretty comfortable,” Derrick said, and jerked his head in my direction. “But she tackled me.”
“I thought you were Gabriel!”
Derrick laughed, pushing a hand through his brown hair. “And I thought you were trying to kill me. I didn’t mean to throw you that hard.”
I was giggling at this until I caught a sullen look from Nathan that I didn’t understand. He recovered, a smile half masking his serious eyes. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?” he asked me.
I attempted a smile, unsure how to approach that now that he was looking so strange. “No. I’m fine.”
Derrick stood up, stretching. “I’m going to find Danielle. If she’s still sleeping, I should wake her up. She’ll be more of a pain Monday morning if she’s too far off her schedule.” He stumbled out of the shed, heading to the side door in the garage.
I giggled. That sounded like normal siblings looking out for each other. I wondered why Marie and I weren’t like that. I stood up, brushing the dust off of my shorts. 
When Derrick was out of earshot, Nathan turned on me so fast that I was startled and took a step back. “What happened?” he asked, almost sounding as demanding as Mr. Blackbourne.
A finger fluttered up and hovered over my mouth. “Huh?”
“He was in your bed? What the hell is that about? What’s been going on here?”
Was he angry with me? With a shaking voice, I told him about how I jumped on Derrick and how later we came outside and fixed the bikes. I skipped over how I showed Derrick the attic. It didn’t seem important. “So I guess Danielle and Derrick spent the night.”
“He didn’t ... I mean ... you didn’t sleep in the bed with him?”
My lips parted in surprise. Why was he asking me about this? I’d thought at first he would be more concerned about Danielle and what she knew. The question threw me off kilter. “No. I told you. I thought it was Gabriel or someone else. I jumped on him and when he woke up, we came outside.”
“I don’t see why he had to sleep in your room,” he said.
“I didn’t know he was going to.” What was this? My insides rattled, feeling the waves of tension from Nathan I hadn’t experienced from him before. “Honey?” I said softly. “What’s wrong? It’s okay he did, right? I mean, you guys sleep ...”
“That’s not the same thing,” he snapped, his voice deepening and thick with jealousy. His hand shot up, pointing toward the house. “He can’t sleep there.”
I stepped back, my hand dropping from my mouth to the base of my throat. My tongue stilled behind my lips. Did I mess up? Why was he angry with me over something I had no control over?
His eyes widened in surprise when I backed away from him. “Sang, I’m sorry,” he said in a softer tone. 
“I didn’t know,” I said, my lips trembling. 
Nathan sighed, frowning. He took a step closer to me, his arms out and open but stopped, inviting me in but hesitating as if worried I wouldn’t want it. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you. Come here.”
I bit my lip, keeping my hand at the base of my throat. I stepped closer. When I was within arm’s reach, he encircled me, drawing me into his body in a tight hug. Instinctively, my arms wrapped around his neck. Feeling his warm hug, I let out a shuddering sigh, relaxing.
Nathan pressed his cheek against the top of my head. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I know nothing happened. You’re not that type.”
“What type?” I asked, still confused.
Nathan uttered a couple of syllables but whatever word he meant to say ended with a grunt. He pulled back enough to where he could look down at me, his blue eyes locking with mine. “Sang, I know we’re kind of different. I trust Kota and the others with you. I trust our family.”
I scrunched my eyebrows at him. “Derrick wouldn’t hurt me,” I said. 
“I know,” Nathan said. “He’s not us, though.” He twisted his lips, looking pained again. His big hands rubbed at my back. “I’m just a little jealous. I don’t like the idea of him sleeping in the bed you and I sleep in together. I had this image of you being there with him and I just ... I can’t think like that. I don’t like it.”
“We didn’t do anything,” I said, surprised by his frankness and wanting to ease his worries. “I swear, I thought it was Gabriel or Luke or one of the others when I walked in ...”
He half smiled. “I know. It’s not what you did. It’s what he did. And it wasn’t his fault, either. I shouldn’t really feel this way. I can’t help it. I don’t know, maybe it was arriving and seeing you both hanging out and being so casual about it. I couldn’t stop thinking about it.” 
“I thought you ... you said you didn’t get jealous.” It sounded so wrong. I felt it sounded like I just said he shouldn’t get jealous at all, as if another guy could come around and he shouldn’t think twice about it. It wasn’t what I meant. I didn’t understand.
He brought a hand around to rub a palm against my cheek. “I said we shouldn’t feel jealous over things we don’t need. Or worry over things that wouldn’t change.” 
“What do you mean?”
He sighed. “Like Kota’s mom. She wasn’t going anywhere and as long as I stayed a good person and a close friend, she still cared about me and she still cared for Kota.”
The puzzle pieces clicked. “You think Derrick could make me stop caring about you?”
“He isn’t us, Peanut. If you ever dated him, or say Rocky or someone else, they’d want you for themselves. I know we’re different, but ... I mean ... we’re something now, aren’t we?”
I knew my cheeks must have been a mass of redness. “Us?” I asked, without really understanding what he was trying to ask me.
This set the corners of his mouth rising. “Yeah. Us. We’re an us, aren’t we?”
I wasn’t sure again what he meant. Did he mean I was with them? As in part of the family? “If you want me.”
His eyes softened. He picked up my hand, drawing it to his mouth, and kissed the knuckle. “I want you, Peanut. I knew it when I met you. You’re different. You belong with us ... with me.”
His inflection made it clear. Kota was okay. Silas and the others were okay. Derrick wasn’t. There was a line, and it began and ended with the Academy, with this small circle of friends that I had started to depend on. It wasn’t normal, like Derrick said. What I needed to figure out was, was this what I wanted? Would I ever understand it and would I ever fit in?



SANG THE SPY
Monday morning, I was dragging through a quiz in geometry when the overhead intercom buzzed. “Could you please send Sang Sorenson to the main office?”
I stiffened at my desk. Since it wasn’t specific, I wasn’t sure if it was Hendricks or McCoy calling after me.
I glanced at North, who sat up and turned, his intense dark eyes gazing back at me, telling me he’ll go with me. I dropped a casual hand on his shoulder as I passed his desk and shot him a look I hoped he understood. I’d make sure Mr. Blackbourne was watching. I’d be okay.
I wished I believed it.
Nathan had been sitting behind me. He was up now, alert and eager to disbelieve my quiet pleas to go alone, but one look from North settled it. If he didn’t get to go, Nathan wasn’t going either. 
I walked through the empty corridors. Echoes floated to me from teachers talking in their classrooms. As I gazed into the different classes in session, I wondered what it was like for any of the other girls who didn’t get called down to the office nearly every day, or have to worry about playing a puppet for the principal. I had almost forgotten what it was like to be invisible, where no one cared and no one talked to me. I was happy to have the guys, and I’d do anything to keep them with me, but it didn’t make being a watch dog for Hendricks any less nerve wrenching.
Facing the front office, I slipped the phone into my hands. 


Sang: Have to go to the main office. I don’t know who is calling for me.
Blackbourne: I’m watching.
I hoped that would be good enough.
The front office had only a couple other students sitting inside. Before I had a chance to close the door behind me, the secretary’s head snapped up. “Miss Sorenson, you can go on to Mr. Hendricks’s office. He’ll be with you in a minute.”
It rattled me that she knew my name. I guess I’d been in the office enough that I was becoming familiar. I sucked down some air for courage and carried my things with me down the dim hallway toward the Principal’s office.
The office door was open, but no one was inside. I dropped my bag on the floor, sitting down in the orange chair.
I started to daze off, wondering where Mr. Hendricks was and why he called me down when he wasn’t here. I straightened, aware that I was alone in the office. It wasn’t the time to stare off and wait.
I glanced at the desk casually, listening for any sign of someone approaching. There was a small notepad on the desk.
I leaned forward. From the light above, I could see the shadows of indentions, where Mr. Hendricks had written something on the paper. I wasn’t sure what it was, but the way it was tilted to particular paperwork underneath made it look like he was keeping notes as he was reading.
I listened carefully again. No noise except for deep down the hallway in the main office. No one coming.
I popped up, finding the edge of the top piece of notepad paper, ripping it from the binding. I swiped out a tiny bit of paper that tried to remain attached, so Mr. Hendricks wouldn’t notice I had taken the paper.
I caught a glance at the paperwork underneath. There were figures in columns, and something about insurance for football team members at the top, along with the football team roster, including Silas and North.
There was a list of people on a simple sticky note on his desk. Some names were crossed out, mine was near the top, not crossed out yet. 
Marie’s name was listed, as well as Jade, Rocky, Jay, and Ms. Johnson, the English teacher, Mr. Morris, the history teacher, and a couple other faculty members as well. There was also the football coach and names of people I didn’t recognize.
A list of names, including me. Allies? Not entirely. I was on the list. Definitely persons of interest.
I didn’t know for sure, but I had a hunch a couple of them might have been partners. Maybe one of them had been following Kota. Or at least knew who was.
It was also possible one of them knew why Mr. Hendricks felt the need to kick out the Academy boys. What could Mr. Hendricks be up to?
I tried to simply memorize the list of names in my head over and over, but there were too many.
I checked the hallway quickly, pulled my phone out. I used the camera option and snapped a picture. I snapped a second just in case. I also took a picture of the football insurance paperwork underneath. While I didn’t have the handwritten notes, just the indentions on the notepaper, I thought someone could trace over it with a pencil and read whatever it was.
If it was interesting enough to Mr. Hendricks to write it down, Mr. Blackbourne probably wanted to know about it.
Footsteps in the hallway made me jump and fumble. I nearly dropped my phone. I planted my phone back into the confines of my bra and retreated to my orange chair. I slipped the notepad paper into my book bag pocket.
Mr. Hendricks appeared in the doorway. He moved out of the way, holding the door handle, and held it open. He partially turned to me. “One second, Miss Sorenson.” He looked on down the hallway, waiting.
I watched him, confused. 
Mr. McCoy sauntered in. Mr. Hendricks closed the door after him. The Principal and the Vice Principal.
What was I supposed to do now? I tried not to look as terrified as I felt. I knew Mr. Blackbourne was watching and listening. I tried to trust in that. If Mr. Blackbourne wanted me to leave now, he’d make sure I knew. I wasn’t alone with Mr. McCoy, so I wasn’t sure if leaving was appropriate now.
Mr. McCoy remained by the door. He crossed his arms in front of his suit jacket, standing like a guard.
Mr. Hendricks crossed the room, heading to his desk. “Sorry about that,” he said in an almost friendly way. “We’ve got a little thief breaking into the upstairs lockers. We’ve had students coming in all day complaining about missing money and cell phones. The little minions haven't figured out the purpose of bank accounts and a wallet.”
Mr. McCoy gave a laugh at this.
“I understand,” I said. I didn’t, really. Why bother with someone like me when they had someone stealing from students? Sacrificing student safety and wellbeing for petty revenge seemed so irresponsible. 
“Well,” Mr. Hendricks said. “Let me hear about what lies Mr. Blackbourne fed you this week if you’d like to get it out of the way.”
I had nothing prepared. “I’m sorry, he hasn’t told me anything specific.”
“So he knows you’re feeding me information?”
He already assumed, but he had the wrong idea. “He knows we talk.”
Mr. Hendricks seemed to perk up at this. “And you’ve been getting closer to him? Have you found out where he lives?”
“I only meet him for class. I’ve not been invited to his house yet.” 
“Miss Sorenson,” he said. He blew out a sigh. “If I give you a job, I expect you to do it.”
I wasn’t sure what to offer him. I knew nothing to tell him. I knew certain things, but nothing that would bring him any closer to getting the guys kicked out like he wanted.
They were thieves once.
My lips clamped shut. I wouldn’t relay this information. But I had to give him something, didn’t I?
And maybe it could be something where I’d get more information, too.
“They do realize they’re being followed,” I said. “I thought it might have been...” I scanned my brain for the list he’d had on his desk. “Well, maybe Ms. Johnson ...”
Mr. McCoy chuffed. I slid a glance at Mr. McCoy, catching him rolling his eyes. Not Ms. Johnson.
“And then I heard a rumor about a student named Rocky...”
Mr. Hendricks coughed. He shifted and leaned forward against his desk. “I’m not interested in your guessing game as to who you think is following the people you are supposed to be watching.”
“But if I’m able to guess the right one, they’re smart enough to figure it out. I know I’m not an expert, but if I can pick up a tail, they’ll know soon enough. Your guy is inexperienced, he’s following too close.”
“Whoever is watching the boys isn’t important to you,” Mr. Hendricks said. “So they are laying low right now because they think we’re watching?”
I contemplated this carefully before responding. “Personally? I think they know Kota’s being watched. I mean I’ve been hanging out with him, and he’s pretty boring. Nathan, too.”
“No kidding,” Mr. McCoy said.
I smothered a shiver through my spine. McCoy admitted it. He’d been involved in watching Kota.
Which meant he was on my street.
Which meant he might have been paying attention to my house.
Mr. Hendricks cleared his throat. “So, you’re saying Kota’s probably not the one to watch?”
“I think it’s a wasted effort. If you expect they’ll do something, and they know you’re watching, they’ll stop.”
The principal’s expression changed. It was slight, but the top right corner of his mouth lifted.
This was expected. Planned.
They wanted Kota to stop. Perhaps Nathan, too. They were happy about people being obvious watching us. But why?
“Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?” Mr. Hendricks asked.
Surprised by the discovery of his plan, I didn’t want to divulge anything else. “Not that I can think of.”
Mr. Hendricks was about to open his mouth again when the phone on his desk started ringing. He sighed, picked it up. “Yes? What? Yeah, yeah, I’ll be there in a second.” He sighed, dropping the phone. “We’ve got another break-in upstairs.”
Mr. McCoy rolled his eyes again. “Give me a break. The little niglets are just stealing from each other.”
I tried to hide my surprise at the use of the racial slur.
“The price of being a warden in high school hell.” Mr. Hendricks dropped his palms on the desk, using it to rise. He nodded to me. “You can see yourself out, can’t you?”
I nodded, staring off at the wall, trying not to reveal my own thoughts.
Mr. Hendricks wedged himself around his desk, strolling to the door. Mr. McCoy followed. 
I breathed out a sigh. Mission over. 
I was collecting my bag when I heard more footsteps in the hallway. I waited just inside the door and out of sight, not wanting to run into another administrator.
Mr. McCoy materialized in the doorway. 
I backed up a step, surprised that he returned. My tongue caught in my throat. 
“Mr. McCoy,” a familiar voice sounded from the hallway. “Could I bother you for a second?”
Mr. McCoy glared at me, looking like he wanted to tell me something but now with someone else around, wouldn’t admit it out loud.
He turned away from me, addressing the speaker. “Yes, Dr. Green?”
“I’ve got something interesting. I think you should see it.”
“Not now, I’m in the middle of something.”
Dr. Green appeared in the hallway just in front of the door. “Oh,” he said, glancing in and spotting me, but the surprised look appeared fake. He’d known I was there. “Sorry, hate to interrupt.”
“You do have that habit,” Mr. McCoy said.
“Shouldn’t you be in class?” Dr. Green asked me. 
As he said it, the bell rang.
“I believe you’re due for a music lesson, aren’t you?” Dr. Green continued, and his eyes telling me what I needed to know. Head there now. I suspected Mr. Blackbourne was waiting for me.
I took only one more glance at Mr. McCoy before walking around them, marching quickly down the hallway.
Escaping.



A BROKEN SCREAM
The hallways were jumbled with other students transitioning between third and fourth period classes. Since the guys weren’t next to me, I paid special attention, kept my head down, and took the shortest route to class.
I was shuffling in with others inside a narrow hallway when a sharp bump of an elbow hit me in my breast. The pain radiated through my shoulder. I clutched at my chest where I’d been hit.
“Oops,” called a smoky female voice.
I straightened, turning, caught off-guard by a familiar face when at the moment, with the lighting changed and my thoughts still stuck on the encounter with the principal, it took me a moment to recognize her.
But there was no mistaking those sharp eyes that spliced into me, and that raven dark hair.
“Oh, sorry, didn’t see you,” Jade said, although her tone made it seem like she wasn’t sorry and she had seen me.
I removed my hand from my chest. “Pardon me,” I said, willing to take the blame just to escape her. It was how I dealt with anyone at my old school wanting to cause trouble. Excusing myself and bowing my head and running. It was a rare occurrence but it usually worked.
Jade stepped into my path. “What’s wrong, sugar? In a hurry?”
“I have to get to class.”
She smiled, but it was like looking at the mouth of a cobra, hypnotic and deadly. “Tell North I said hello, won’t you?” She turned away, heading down the hall.
I pushed her out of my mind, but a second thought had me wondering. She was on the list of names associated with Mr. Hendricks. Was this really a random encounter, or was she pinned with following me? Or North?
♥♥♥ 
North and Nathan were waiting outside the door to Music Room B.
“What kept you?” North asked, his voice a little gruffer than normal, like he’d been using it more lately. Or yelled a lot more.
“Jade ... uhm,” I said. I stumbled for the rest but realized it probably wasn’t important right now. 
“Who?” North asked.
I waved my hand in the air. “Nothing. Crowded hallway. Sorry.”
He made a face but opened the door.
“Should we go in with her?” Nathan asked. 
“I’ll go in,” North said. “You go to class.”
“Both of you will go to class,” Mr. Blackbourne emerged in the doorway. “Now.”
North straightened. “We need to—”
“Appear completely normal. That’s an order.”
North grunted, glaring but turned, stalking off. Nathan shifted a short look to me but retreated to the hallway to go to class.
Mr. Blackbourne focused on me. “Miss Sorenson.”
“Mr. Blackbourne.”
He directed me inside. I dropped my bag and violin case into one of the chairs.
“It was an interesting choice of topic to discuss with Mr. Hendricks,” he started. He collected his hands behind his back. It was only the slightest lift of one of his eyebrows that told me his mood in an otherwise barren face. There was just a spark of curiosity. “What made you think of it?”
“I wanted to know,” I said. I plucked my phone out of my bra in full view. If he’d been watching, he knew where it was, anyway. I flipped through the phone, finding the list of people and showed it to him. “He’s toying with you.”
Mr. Blackbourne collected my phone, studying the image. “Students and teachers.”
“He knows that you know people are following you. He’s happy about it. It’s like he ...” I paused, knowing the answer, but unsure how to phrase it.
“Wants to keep us contained,” he said. “If he can’t figure out what we’re up to, he’ll make it impossible for us to work. He does it by not allowing us the privacy needed to do whatever he suspects we’re up to.”
I tapped my finger against the side of my chin to think. “So he planted people to play babysitter. And if you did happen to do something, at least he’d have a witness. It isn’t Ms. Johnson, but McCoy has participated.”
“Was it something that Mr. Hendricks said?” he asked. “How do you know one is McCoy?”
“McCoy told me. Well, he didn’t say so, but he ... I don’t know. I’m pretty sure he is, though. And there’s someone else, too. At least watching Kota.” 
“Kota did mention you pointed out the differences in the cars. You were correct. They were different, something we didn’t notice. It was a good catch.”
“I’m sorry if I shouldn’t have drawn attention to it. I didn’t have anything to offer.”
“Which is exactly how it should be,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Just keep your eyes and ears open.”
I swiped my fingertips across the material of my skirt, trying to remember what else to tell him. There seemed to be so much. I glanced back at my book bag, retreated to it for the slip of paper. “There was this, too.”
“Of course,” he said, as if he expected this. He flipped over the paper, examining the indentions. “It appears to be monetary figures.”
“It was next to a document about insurance on the football team. I took photographs of the page he was looking at.”
The corner of his mouth tilted up a millimeter. “You’re becoming quite the little team member, Miss Sorenson.”
Was that a compliment? I blushed, unsure how to respond.
He held up my cell phone. “Do you mind if I transfer these to my phone?”
I shook my head. Of course I didn’t mind. I expected him to do something with it, even if he just told me they weren’t useful and to throw them away. 
He pulled his phone out, a similar iPhone, and started pushing buttons on it, and mine. 
I watched as he worked, rubbing the material of my skirt between my fingertips. “Mr. Blackbourne?”
“Hm?” he said, still concentrating on the phones.
“Why did Mr. McCoy come back?”
“He made an excuse to Mr. Hendricks to return to his office. He claimed to have forgotten his cell phone, which clearly wasn’t the case.”
“Do you think he knows about my parents? Since he’s watching Kota?”
“He hasn’t mentioned it.” 
I smoothed my skirt again when I realized I was probably wrinkling it. I didn’t know how to say this next part. It felt like something I should have said to Kota or someone else. “What’s to stop him from coming to my house? Or stopping me in the street if I’m walking to Kota’s?
His eyebrows lifted first, as if he heard the question but for a split second, was surprised by what it meant. His head lifted from the phones, and he gazed at me. He must have been calculating something entirely different and suddenly faced a question he hadn’t been prepared to answer. “When I asked you to keep away from Mr. McCoy, I meant in any capacity, not just in school.”
“I know,” I said. “I mean...” Except I didn’t know how else to explain it. What happened if there was a night when Kota or anyone else couldn’t spend the night and I got a surprise visit from Mr. McCoy? I knew I was just throwing out guesses. Before it had been a possibility, but he was still a school figurehead and didn’t really know where I lived, or at least I thought I could believe that.
Now Mr. McCoy wanted something from me, and he’d been on my street. I felt that little bubble of safety had burst.
Mr. Blackbourne’s eyes darkened slightly. “Miss Sorenson, I’ve told you not to worry about it.”
“Sorry,” I said softly.
The corner of his mouth tilted down. He stepped back, planting my phone and his on top of the piano. He unbuttoned his suit jacket, shedding it and folding it over the top of the piano bench. He started undoing his red tie.
“What are we doing?” I asked, stunned to witness him undressing.
He hooked fingers into the knot of his tie and wedged it open until he could slide it off. “You are going to show me what Kota taught you this weekend.”
My cheeks heated. “Here?” I bit back the question that tickled my lips: With him?
Mr. Blackbourne nodded his head sharply. He unbuttoned the cuff sleeves of his shirt and rolled them up toward his elbows. “The way to build confidence in cases like this is knowing how to handle yourself in any situation.” He stepped forward, planting his hands on his hips. “If I were Mr. McCoy, what’s your first action?”
I touched the base of my throat with my fingertips. “To run.”
“Correct. Where?”
“What do you mean?”
“If you’re in school, where would you run to?”
“I ... suppose to your office.”
He nodded again. “If you’re close to it, you’re welcome to use it. If you know where I am or anyone else on my team should be, you need to find them. If neither are convenient, running out into the open within a crowd is your third option. Don’t corner yourself, and don’t run blindly.” He circled me and positioned himself with his hands outstretched. “And if I were Mr. McCoy and I were to come after you, what do you do?”
I wavered, trying to still my shaking. I gingerly lifted my hands. This was completely wrong. I couldn’t swing at Mr. Blackbourne.
“You’re not going to hurt me,” he said. “If Mr. McCoy won’t let you escape, what’s your first move?”
I made fists and swung slowly, like I’d done with Kota. I aimed for his stomach though. 
Mr. Blackbourne stood by until my fist made contact with his stomach. Even with using my knuckles, I felt a hardened body, much like the others. None of the Academy guys were lazy. “I understand your hesitation,” he said, “but if you think you feel uneasy striking at me, you’ll feel doubly so when it’s the real thing. It’s going to be incredibly uncomfortable. You’re taught to respect superiors, and Mr. McCoy is not only an adult, he’s supposed to be someone in charge of you, your vice principal. He’s violated that trust. We need to break your hesitation.”
My body rattled through my core. “What if...”
Mr. Blackbourne’s hand shot out, capturing my chin. The move was so sudden that once he held me between his fingers, I jerked my head back. He held on, his steel eyes bearing down on me. “I’m not a psychic, Miss Sorenson. If there’s one thing the Academy tries to break from students, it’s to not to play ‘what if’ games.”
I held my breath, wanting to blink and look away but fearing to do so. I wanted to appear brave, even though I felt tiny and wanted to hide. “I’ll try to be better,” I said. 
“You will be better,” he said, exuding the confidence I wish I could have believed was inside of me. His fingers softened against my chin, but didn’t release me. “You’ll get there. I promise, it’ll happen. You’ll feel more secure with time. You don’t have to hide behind us. You’ll stand next to us.”
The look in his eyes told me this was more than just about Mr. McCoy. This was part of his promise, their promise, to bring me into this group they’d created. 
“Now,” he said. “When you face off with Mr. McCoy, if it ever does come to that, your job is to run, and if you can’t run, you will...” He paused with intention, his eyes telling me to finish.
“I’ll incapacitate him until I can run.”
“Which means?” he asked.
“Hitting him in the stomach or neck, or whatever is needed.”
The corner of his mouth lifted. “And?”
I stopped. I wasn’t sure what he was asking. “And when he’s down, run away?”
“You’re not wrong,” he said, “but if you need to, you should call for help. Scream if necessary.”
“Scream?”
He nodded, releasing my chin to position his hands on his hips. “If you’re in a situation like this, hopefully you aren’t alone, but if you are, you should draw as much attention as possible. More than likely he’ll retreat if someone’s witnessing.” He started pacing around me. I stood still, facing the piano, watching him from my peripheral vision. “So if he’s chasing you or trying to keep you in place, you’ll...”
“Scream and try to run.”
“Correct. Go ahead and scream.”
I swallowed. “Now?”
“Learn to trust me, Miss Sorenson,” he said.
Trust. I opened my mouth, feeling ridiculous. “Help,” I said, although weakly. The potential echo in a music room made me nervous.
“Louder,” Mr. Blackbourne said.
I repeated myself, although a few notches louder than my normal speaking voice. 
“You can do better than that,” he said. “Pretend you’re trying to get Kota to hear you. He’s on the second floor. Try to call out to him.”
I sighed, and then took in another deep breath. Maybe if I did it quickly, he’d move on to something else. I didn’t want to draw any more attention today from anyone else. I’d had enough of that already.
I parted my lips, summoned up the nerve, and did my best to cry out for help.
My throat seized on the first syllable. I coughed.
“Keep going,” he said.
I tried again, but my throat closed in the moment I got louder than a mild shout. I dropped my fingers onto my throat, opened my mouth wide and simply tried to get a vowel out between my lips in a screech.
But sounds scratched around my throat, and after only a couple of squeaks, my voice box refused to work.
I blinked in surprise. I tried again, but nothing changed. I looked at Mr. Blackbourne in a panic. I couldn’t shout? Or scream?
Mr. Blackbourne stepped around, motioning with his fingers. “Open your mouth,” he said.
I parted my lips, holding my mouth open. 
He gazed into my throat. “Try again,” he said, still staring. “Do a range. Start from your normal speaking voice and go up in volume.
I did, but to the same result. At a volume just around shouting range, my voice started to crack. By screaming, there was no sound at all.
“Try a higher pitch.”
I did as he asked. My voice started to crack the moment I got over a loud talking volume. I couldn’t even manage to shout at that pitch.
“Try lower.”
I did, a little better, but my shouts and screams were ineffective. 
Mr. Blackbourne frowned, shaking his head. “I’m sorry,” he said in a quiet voice.
My eyes went wide. “Sorry?” I said, in a quieter voice.
“It must have been the vinegar and lemon,” he said. He nudged his glasses higher with a forefinger. “Your vocal cords are straining, but there might be some longstanding damage."
“I can’t scream,” I said.
The corner of his mouth lowered. “Miss Sorenson, I don’t want to make a diagnosis just yet, but it may be that your voice needs more healing before it’s fully recovered that ability.”
I couldn’t remember the last time I did shout or scream. I got a little louder at times, but I hadn’t had to scream. And then I remembered the times I yelled with the boys and it came out as a screech. I'd thought at the time it was just my over excitement cutting off my voice. I wasn’t the type to scream much anyway. Now it was supposed to be a way to defend myself, and it was something so simple, and it wasn’t hurting anyone or hitting someone, and I couldn’t do it. “What do I do?”
Mr. Blackbourne’s eyes started working, darting back and forth as he gazed at my face, as if trying to calculate an answer. “The important thing right now is that we know. If we can, we’ll fix it.” I started to part my lips, but his fingers shot out, shutting down the questions. “And if we can’t, we’ll figure out another solution.”
But the answer was clear to me. My voice was broken. 



ACCUSATIONS
By Thursday the following week, the good news was I hadn’t seen or heard from either Mr. Hendricks or Mr. McCoy.
The bad news was that everyone else seemed to have heard about the incident at the party about North and I in the closet.
The amount of notes dropped on my desk or funneled out by the others increased. It seemed to have turned into a game. North’s pockets were full by lunch. 
I found myself cowering more and more beside the guys in the hallways. I tried to believe what Victor had told me, to not worry about what others think, and that the only opinions I needed to listen to were from those I cared about.
It seemed almost impossible to ignore the whispers completely. I thought the worst part had to be the horrible looks. Curious, judging and full of amusement. The girls smirked with suspicion dripping from their eyes. The guys leered with hope that the rumors were true. Get Sang in a closet and she’ll let you have a good time. 
The boys, however, seemed dismissive of the entire thing. North was subdued, seemingly more than usual. The further into the week it became, the less he talked to me. I didn’t understand what was wrong but let him have his space. Perhaps this was what he warned me about staying away from him until he got over the drugs having been in his system. I wondered how long it would take. 
What changed the most was lunch time. Instead of talking and eating like everyone around us, Academy students turned it into trying to get homework and studying finished. 
“Between Academy work and the diner and football and other jobs, we need to get ahead of school work,” Kota told me one afternoon. “Evenings during the week and the weekends will be busier than usual. If we can manage to get homework done at school, we can be ready.”
On Thursday afternoon, a thunderstorm started up. During gym class, the boys had been playing baseball out on the field all week and the girls had been playing tennis. Since we weren’t able to do it now, we did our usual start up stretches and the coaches allowed everyone to talk or play basketball.
Nathan and Gabriel and I were discussing the upcoming football game and what to do this weekend when the rickety side doors of the gym opened. Mr. Hendricks appeared in the doorway, and strolled forward. He scanned the students, locked eyes with me and headed our way.
We all stood. I prepped myself, expecting Mr. Hendricks to talk to me. Around all the other students, it felt invasive. Why didn’t he just send a note along? If he came to fetch me himself, what other kind of rumors would start up?
He diverted when he located the coaches. He approached them, ducking his head close to them to whisper. The coaches nodded in approval. Mr. Hendricks turned back to us. 
“Mr. Coleman. Mr. Griffin. Come with me, please?”
I caught Gabriel’s eyes. He shifted a shrug toward me. They walked off together and Mr. Hendricks led them out of the gym.
The moment they were gone, I fished my cell phone out from my bra. 
Sang: Nathan and Gabriel were escorted out of gym class just now with Mr. Hendricks. They don’t have their cell phones on them so they can’t call. Should I do something?
Blackbourne: They’ll be fine. We’ll take it from here.
A female voice spoke behind me. “Something wrong?”
I turned. Karen knelt next to me. Her pixie cut brown hair was a little mussed from our earlier warm up exercises. Her gym T-shirt seemed to have shrunk, and it fit snuggly on her slim figure. 
“It’s fine,” I said. “I think.”
“Your friends get called up to the office a lot,” Karen said. 
That part wasn’t too surprising. “Do you share classes with them?”
“A couple,” she said. She brought her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. “They’re polite enough but they’re usually really reserved. Unless they have to talk to me, they generally don’t.”
I was surprised to hear this. I figured they weren’t actively social. Mr. Blackbourne had told them all to blend in but don’t get too close to anyone. It was just another reminder of their selective nature, I supposed. “It’s not you,” I said, trying to sound supportive and come up with a reason why they were so odd. “I think it’s the uniforms. They get a lot of negative attention already. I’m already in the mix but I don’t think they want anyone else getting picked on.”
Karen smirked softly. “They’re very mindful. I almost thought they were worried you would be jealous.”
A fluttering started in my belly and I flinched in surprise. “Jealous?”
Karen’s smile warmed. “Wouldn’t you be if another girl was talking to one of them?”
The idea seemed silly. “Of course not,” I said, although I uttered the words without conviction. I’d felt something like jealousy at the party when Jade, the raven-haired girl, had talked to North and then tried to get him into the closet with her. I didn’t want to think that was the same thing as someone like Karen talking to them.
Or was it? Was that why she didn't approach until after the guys left? She talked to me during class when the girls were separated. Today she was talking to other girls. I didn’t think anything of it until now.
Karen tilted her head. “Which one are you dating, anyway? I can’t figure it out. Or are you still convinced you’re just friends with them?”
It was confusing and complicated to me. Was I still supposed to pretend to be dating Silas? I couldn’t think of an answer so I opted to deflect with a laugh. “Why? Interested in dating them?”
Karen grinned. “Sweetie, they aren’t my type. Although I’ve heard more than a few girls asking the same question. They’re trying to find out which one you’re dating so they could ask the other guys.”
I waved my hand in the air as if this wasn’t important, even though my heart was pounding. Were girls asking them out? Have they been dating around? “They’re always so busy, I can’t imagine when they would find the time.”
Karen’s eyes lit up. “You little heartbreaker. You do like them all.”
My mouth popped open. “What?”
“You’re as green as grass. How’d you do it? You’re dating all of them, aren’t you?”
“That’s not really ... I don’t ...”
She leaned over more, placing a gentle set of fingers on my forearm. Her tone wasn’t suggestive or ugly at all. She seemed genuinely curious and amused, in a good way. “You told me before you’ve never dated anyone.”
I nodded. “Before I came here, most people ignored me.”
“I find that hard to believe,” she said. “But now you’re dating seven guys, and at the same time.”
My breath quickened and my face radiated heat. “I don’t know how it happened,” I confessed. Maybe I should talk to someone. The guys were confusing me. Karen was another girl and I was sure since she was pretty that she must have dated, at least a little. She seemed very nice, too. Maybe she could help me figure this out. “To be honest, I think I’m in over my head.”
“You’ve got that right,” Karen said, softening her voice, too, to not be overheard. “How are they not jealous over each other?”
“I don’t know,” I said, relieved she seemed willing to talk about this with me without judging. “One day they started holding my hand. The next thing I knew, they were asking me out on dates. Only when I’ve actually gone out, I’m not with one of them, I’m usually with two or more.”
“Well, there’s dating and then there’s being a boyfriend,” she said. “Have any of them asked you to commit?”
“Not really,” I said. “They only seem jealous and uncomfortable if other guys outside of the group start talking to me.” 
She pressed a palm to her cheek. “I don’t know if I should be jealous of you or feel pity. How do you keep up with them?”
“I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“Have they kissed you yet?”
I blushed. “Not on the lips.”
Her eyes widened. “What about that rumor going around about you and North?”
“He kissed my hand in front of my mouth. He didn’t want our first kiss to be like that so he said he wanted to wait.”
“Aw! That’s romantic. But he hasn’t done it yet?”
“No.”
She flashed a smile. “Do you want them to?”
I shrugged, biting my lip. I didn’t really know the answer to that. “I keep thinking if one did, it’d make it more complicated or they would get jealous.”
“That’s a pretty crazy problem to have. If you’re that worried, why don’t you pick someone? Tell one of them you’d like to date him and tell the others to back off?”
Was that what I was supposed to do? It seemed like a simple enough explanation. “I don’t know how to choose.”
She smiled sympathetically. “You’re afraid of making the wrong choice.”
She said it so easily. It was true. Also, how could I choose between them? They all seemed perfect. “Is that common?”
She shrugged. “It happens.”
“So what should I do?” I asked, my eyes wide. 
Karen laughed softly. “I don’t want to tell you what to do.”
“I could use advice, if you have any.”
She traced her finger over her lower lip as if thinking. “Well, if you’re not sure, you should take your time with it. Get to know them up close and personal. I mean, I guess that’s what dating is all about. You don’t have to commit and probably shouldn’t until you’re pretty sure you want to.”
“I guess I worry they will get jealous eventually. They’re all friends. I don’t want to make them fight or anything.”
“What can you do? I mean it’s their choice, right? They don’t have to date you.”
That might have been part of the answer. They did have a choice, too, didn’t they? Figuring out what they really wanted from me was what confused me.
Karen flicked a finger across her brow. “So if they know you are dating each of them and are okay with that, you shouldn’t worry, either. Not unless you’re unhappy.”
“They’re really nice,” I said. 
“There’s a lot of nice people.” Her smile brightened. “Boy, for someone who has never dated before, you are sure in a pickle of a problem.”
I laughed, pushing a palm against my forehead. “It was kind of an accident.”
The coaches whistled at everyone, announcing we should go ahead and change. We still had twenty minutes before the end of class so we had plenty of time, but Nathan and Gabriel hadn’t returned, and I wondered what Mr. Hendricks had them doing.
I walked quietly back to the locker room with Karen. I was feeling better after talking with her. Maybe the guys were right to say I should stop worrying so much. Dating wasn’t a commitment. After all, in the books I read, people went out on several dates before they asked someone to go steady. Maybe I was overreacting.
I opened my locker, removed the clothes I was going to wear home and padded over to the bathroom stalls to change. I wasn’t overly modest around the other girls, but I had to use the restroom and wanted to accomplish two things at once.
When I returned, a collection of girls stood together in the middle of the locker aisles, and they were all talking in loud voices.
I spotted Karen standing away from the group and I approached her side. “What’s going on?” I asked.
“Some stuff is missing,” she said, concern etched on her face. “We’ve got a thief among us.”
“It was my favorite bracelet. My dad gave it to me,” one of the girls spoke over the others.
“My brand new tennis shoes are gone!”
I stood by, stunned and unsure of what to do. I tried to think of what was in my own locker that someone might be interested in taking, but with the cluster of girls huddled in the area, I couldn’t get to it.
“Girls!” Coach French showed up, looking peeved that she had to intervene. “Why is everyone shouting?”
“Our stuff is missing.”
The other girls started talking at once. They were relaying the list of items that appeared to be stolen.
“Okay, okay,” Coach French said. “Listen up everyone. All of you girls, go back there,” she said, pointing over to the unused shower room. “No one leaves. I’m going to call in some help. We’re going to talk to everyone individually and inspect lockers.”
My hand fluttered to the phone in my bra, but I stopped short of removing it. I was worried maybe the violin or something else might have been taken but if it was, it wasn’t enough to call up the guys about right now. They couldn’t just walk in and take over.
I marched with the others toward the open shower room. The showers overhead rattled me, and I felt my stomach starting to churn like I did every time I thought of taking a shower instead of a bath. My mind flashed with images of being tied to the stool in the shower by my mother. I swallowed my fears and willed myself to remain calm. The showers weren’t on and knowing I didn’t have to take one ebbed some of my shaking, but only just.
There was only one open archway that lead in, so someone couldn’t duck out and run away. The old beige tiles were heavily cracked, and the room was heady with must. No one used the showers since we were given little time before the bell rang to change, and we were the last class. One could simply go home and shower when they got there, so using the dingy old showers wasn’t a big deal. 
I hid my hands behind my back to mask my shaking fingers. I didn’t want to appear so nervous. 
Karen glanced down at me. “You look pale. Are you okay?”
I swallowed again, trying to come up with something honest I could relay to her that would make sense. It wasn’t like I could tell her about my shower phobia. “I didn’t look before, but I was wondering if my violin was still there.” 
Karen nodded. “I was thinking of that. I left my cell phone in my locker. I hope it’s still there. I don’t want to have to pay a couple hundred dollars for another one.”
I was sharing my sympathy, crossing my fingers that neither of us had stuff missing. I was hoping this would get resolved quickly.
We all seemed to be holding our breath, waiting to overhear, but the murmur of adult voices, what we suspected were the other coaches, weren’t easy to listen in on. The voices reverberated against the walls and they were speaking too low.
Coach French appeared in the archway of the shower room. “Emily Adams. Come with me, please?”
I shoved a finger to my lip. One by one, the girls were called out, and they didn’t return. Soon, Coach French didn’t come back, but simply shouted out a name from deeper in the locker rooms. That girl would leave alone to face off with the coaches. 
Our numbers dwindled. Karen left, her name being called halfway down the list. I thought at first Coach was calling us alphabetically but at some point, I ended up alone with another girl in the class and I knew I wasn’t that low on the alphabetical list.
Coach French appeared in the archway, looking annoyed and tired. “Just checking to see how many we had left. Sharon?” she asked.
The other girl nodded, following Coach French into the locker room.
This was too strange. Why was I last? Before with other people in the shower room, it hadn’t been too bad. Now alone, I had nothing to look at except the shower heads and the drains. A wave of lightheadedness swept over me but I forced my teeth down on my tongue, willing myself to remain strong. I had to focus. I’d get called up soon. My fingers hovered over the phone in my bra again, but since the bell hadn’t sounded yet for dismissal, I was sure everyone else was in class. 
Minutes passed. No one called for me. What was going on?
Coach French’s murmuring voice, along with a couple of male voices, echoed back to me. 
I sucked in a breath, thinking of Mr. Blackbourne. I pulled my phone from my bra, found his app on my phone. My finger hovered over the white button. I knew I didn’t have anything to worry about. I didn’t steal anything, but I was uncomfortable. I hated the thought of calling on him if this turned out to not be a big deal.
His voice echoed through my head.
We will come for you every time, for any reason. Until the day you tell us to stop, we will always be right behind you.
I swallowed, hitting the white button and hoping I was doing the right thing.
“Miss Sang Sorenson,” a familiar voice had me jumping.
I dropped the phone at my feet. It bounced off of one corner of the case and slid across the floor.
Mr. McCoy’s swollen figure lumbered in the archway. His watery eyes narrowed on me and his bristling mustache twitched under his nose. “So you’re our thief.”
I took a step back, putting up my hands in a defensive stance. Where were the other coaches? “What do you mean? I didn’t take anything.”
“You’re the last one, and everyone else was clean.”
“Check my locker,” I said. “I don’t have anything that belongs to other people.”
“You could have easily gotten one of those accomplices to help you.”
“I wouldn’t do that.”
He smirked, taking a step forward. “Wouldn’t you?”
A rattling echo sounded. My phone was vibrating.
I inched closer to the phone to pick it up.
“Don’t move,” Mr. McCoy said, his crackling voice full of warning. He walked over to the phone, bending over to collect it from the tiles. He turned it around to look at the face. From the distance, I could tell the screen was cracked.
My heart thundered. 
Mr. McCoy flicked through the phone. “Calling for help, huh?” He smirked, typing in a message with his thumbs. “Mr. Blackbourne wants to know where you are. I’ll tell him you’re going home, so he won’t bother stepping in this time.”
My skin crawled. I had orders, I reminded myself. Avoid McCoy at all costs. Even if he wants me to stay, find Mr. Blackbourne’s office and lock myself in. 
I side stepped toward the wall, trying to take a wide berth around him to avoid getting in arm’s reach. I clenched my fists, holding them to my thighs as I walked.
Mr. McCoy lunged over, taking up the space in front of me. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
I aimed to duck under his arm, but he shoved his body to block.
“Let me go,” I said, in what I hoped was a tone that would make him realize I’d do whatever it took to get out of there.
“Do you think you can walk out of here? I’ve caught you red-handed stealing from other girls.”
“You have no proof,” I said. “You’re assuming.”
“My logical conclusions are rarely wrong.”
I turned again, trying to get around him on the other side. His hand shot out to the center of my chest and he shoved.
I hadn’t been expecting it and I fell back, landing hard against the tile on my butt. A sharp pain radiated from my tailbone. Did it crack again? 
I forced myself up, jumping to my feet and backing away, holding my hands up. “Let me go,” I said, in a voice as loud as I could muster.
McCoy grinned in a way that made my skin crawl. “Did you think you could walk out of here? What did you assume would happen? I would forget about it? I could call the police right now and have you arrested for being a thief.”
“Why haven’t you?”
He sputtered. “What?”
“Why haven’t you called the police?” I asked. I was tired of this, tired of him. He had spooked me before when he had grabbed me in the hallway. This time, I knew what I was supposed to do. My heart still thundered in my chest, but my mouth flew open. “That’s what you want from me, right? You want to get rid of me? Here’s your perfect excuse. Call the police. Use my phone, if you’d like.”
He smirked. “You’re trying to dare me?”
“I don’t think you’ve got any evidence. You just want to intimidate me. Why? What interest is it to you what I do?”
He frowned, held my cell phone out in front of him and dropped it to the floor. Another crack echoed through the shower room. He staggered forward, pointing a chubby finger toward me. “Listen to me, Miss Sang. You are a conniving little girl and no one will believe you for a minute. I’ve been at this school for twenty years. You’ve been caught stealing. Not to mention all the trouble you’ve been in since you first started here.” He took another step forward, within arm’s length now. His eyes lowered from my face to my chest. “I’m doing you a favor. Cooperate and I won’t call the police.”
“I said call them,” I urged, although with less conviction this time. I backed up until I met with the shower wall. 
He grunted, lifted a hand toward my face, fingers a breath-width away from my nose.
In a panic, I struck out, swiping away his hand. I wasn’t thinking, only reacting. My brain wasn’t working enough to tell me what to do. All I knew was here was the vice principal telling me I was in trouble. 
Mr. McCoy glowered at me, raising a fist. “Think you can hit me?”
What else could I do? Never when Kota or Nathan was showing me how to hit someone else did I imagine I’d have to ever use it. I never thought he would go this far. They had trained me, but somehow still never thought he would go this far. How would I ever recover if I hit him? He could charge me with assault and I’d be arrested. Wasn’t I supposed to stay out of trouble?
His hand shot out again, gripping at my shoulder and shoving me hard against the wall of the showers. His voice dropped several octaves. “You think you can hit me and get away with it?” 
The pain that hit my back as I met with the wall sparked the anger I needed. My hand made a fist and I aimed for his solar plexus.
He jumped back, letting go of me and out of the reach of my fists. His face reddened, enraged. 
I held up my fists, readying my feet, ready to kick. “Stay away from me,” I said, my voice a squeak and cracking.
The corner of his mouth lifted. Was he enjoying this? “You’re in trouble, now. Hitting a vice principal. You’ll end up in jail for a long time. You’ll be expelled.”
I gritted my teeth, aimed my knee and kicked out. If I was going to get expelled now, I was at least going to get a good strike in.
He must have been expecting it, because the moment my foot struck out, he lurched away. He caught my ankle and shoved.
I fell sideways against the wall, my leg twisted and he let go. I dropped to the floor, my knee throbbing in pain. 
“Do you think you’re the first student to attack me?” Mr. McCoy stepped forward. He crouched and hovered over me. “I’ve had all manner of students, many much bigger than you, trying to get out of trouble by fighting and running away. That never works.” 
I moaned, struggling against the pain. I gripped at the tile, trying to crawl. Kota was right. I was too slow. I give too much warning. 
His fingers wrapped around my ankle, pulling me back toward him. I slid across the tile, scrambling to grip at the floor to get up and get away. He held strong, easily pinning my leg to the ground.
“Let me go,” I said, meaning to yell at him but fear captured my voice and my voice box wouldn’t let me get out much more than a few cracked syllables. 
“You might ask for mercy,” he said, frowning. “And if you cooperate now, you might get some. Maybe. You don’t deserve it, though. I’ve seen your type before. You with your perverted fanfare of boyfriends following behind you. You flaunt yourself at them and they come for you, doing whatever you ask. Getting detentions all at the same time for you.” He glowered. “It’s disgusting.”
I kicked out toward him but his other hand found my second ankle. He wrapped his arms around my feet, holding them down against the floor.
“Don’t fight me,” he said, a warning growl under his voice, his grip on my ankles strengthened. 
Fresh waves of pain shifted up my leg. I sat up, blindly striking out at him, wild. When he dodged my flying fists, I tried pulling myself up, reaching along the wall to try to yank myself out of his grasp.
He sighed heavily. “Will you stop? You’ll only wear yourself out.”
My hand clutched something metal and I pulled at it, trying to pick myself up. The handle twisted.
A stream of water shot out from the showerhead above us.
The moment the water streamed down into my face, against my body, I recoiled into myself, covering my head with my arms. My breath escaped me. I bit my tongue to keep myself conscious. If I fainted now, I couldn’t fight off McCoy. Memories and waves of queasiness sashayed through me, threatening to take me down.
Mr. McCoy let go of my ankles. “Stupid girl,” he snapped at me. He shook his arms over my head, standing away from the stream of water. He reached around the water, grabbing at the collar of my shirt. He used it to pull me out away from the wall and from the falling water. 
He gripped at my stomach and started to drag me for a distance toward the archway of the shower room. I scratched at his arms, trying to get him to release me. He shook me hard enough that my head was rolling. I struck out blindly, trying to hit anything I could. 
Panic seeped into every atom inside me. I called out, with what little voice I had. Where were the coaches? Where was he taking me? I couldn’t let him carry me off. Somehow I knew if I did, that would be the end.
“Let go of her,” thundered a commanding voice. A thud followed and I was dropped.
I crawled away, my skirt and blouse sticking to my body and my trembling and pain making it difficult to stand. I looked up in time to see Mr. Blackbourne standing over the slumped body of Mr. McCoy. I blinked, and blinked again. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I held my breath, assuming Mr. McCoy would get up. He would scream after us. He would come at me again. He would call the police now and have us both arrested.
No. He was down. One hit, and Mr. Blackbourne had knocked him out cold.
Mr. Blackbourne jumped over Mr. McCoy’s body, and raced to me. He hovered over, his steel eyes flashing. “Miss Sorenson,” he said, his voice a thousand times softer than I’d ever heard it before. “What hurts?”
I breathed out a groan, swallowing. In that split moment, I really didn’t know anything hurt at all. I was in shock. My mouth moved, trying to tell him this but my voice had disappeared. My eyes wandered to Mr. McCoy, trying to determine if it was safe.
Mr. Blackbourne frowned. He brought his hand to hover in front of my face and snapped sharply. “Don’t worry about him,” he commanded. The cool and collected Mr. Blackbourne I knew was taking over. “Can you get up?”
I gritted my teeth, shifting to get up on my knees. “I don’t know,” I said honestly, my voice small and unusual to me. 
Mr. Blackbourne’s face steeled over. “Let me help,” he said. He wrapped his hands around my arms, pulling me up along with him.
My foot hurt, probably the old bone bruise having been aggravated. I was able to stand next to him. My knee felt like it had been twisted. 
Mr. Blackbourne’s spring scent filled my nose as I breathed in deeply. It helped me to find my strength and I forced myself to put pressure on my foot, despite the pain, just to show I could walk on it if I had to. Every other part of me felt numb. My clothes dripped, sticking to my skin. 
Screeching from running shoes against tile closed in on us. Mr. Blackbourne planted himself in front of me, blocking my view and presenting himself as a shield.
“Where are you?” North’s voice called from deeper within the locker room.
Mr. Blackbourne’s shoulders lowered. “Over here.”
From around the bend came Kota and North. Their eyes landed on me. They stopped dead.
“Sang,” Kota breathed out. 
“We don’t have time to talk,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “She can’t be here when he comes out of this.”
“What did he do?” North asked, his fists clenched, drifting forward, his fierce dark eyes landing on McCoy’s still body. 
“No time,” Mr. Blackbourne replied. “Get her out of here. Kota, help me with McCoy.”
Kota moved quickly, stepping up next to McCoy and shoving his arms around his shoulders. With Mr. Blackbourne assisting, they managed to flip Mr. McCoy onto his back.
North zoomed forward. His fists moving toward my face. At the last split second, they opened up, as if wanting to pull me toward him.
Only what I saw first were fists coming at me. I cowered, raising my arms instinctively. I shook so hard, my body visibly trembling before him.
He stop, his mouth falling open and his eyes widening. He took a step back, dropping his hands to his sides. The wave of pain over his face told me I did something that I could possibly never take back. “I can’t take her,” he said. 
I started shaking my head. No! You can take me. Let’s go. I willed the words to escape my mouth, but my voice box wasn’t working. I was too stunned from what just happened and what he was saying now. What did I do?
“Get her out of here,” barked Mr. Blackbourne.
“She doesn’t trust me,” North yelled at him. He turned from me until I couldn’t see his face. “Did you see her flinch?”
“She’s in shock,” Kota said.
“She hates me.” North’s shoulders rose and fell with his heavy breathing. “This will never work. She’ll never join us. Did you see her back away from me?”
“We don’t have time for this,” Mr. Blackbourne said.
“I’ll take her,” Kota said, dropping Mr. McCoy’s body to the ground. His arms opened up and he reached out for me. “Come on, Sang.”
His approach was slower than North’s. I reached back for him and he grasped me around the waist. His arm hooked under my thighs and he picked me up, pulling me against him. My head found the corner between his neck and shoulder. My hands moved to his chest as he carried me. I trembled against him but felt the soothing relief. Kota. It was over. McCoy was down.
“See?” North said somewhere I couldn’t see. A growl emanated from him. “She doesn’t trust me. She hates me. She’ll never ...”
“Get her out of here, Kota,” Mr. Blackbourne snapped. “North, focus.”
Kota clutched me to his body and dashed away from the locker room. North’s voice traveled with me.
She hates me.
It wasn’t true. He didn’t know. I wanted to stop Kota but I was too scared in the moment to stop him. 
I knew with every step he took away from North, that I was making my mistake worse. 
I should get Kota to turn around. I needed to tell North I didn’t hate him. I didn’t mean to recoil from him. He surprised me. 
“Kota,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean it. I don’t hate him.”
He turned, pressing his back against the door that led out to the parking lot. “Hang on, Sang,” he said. “We need to get out of here.” He twisted himself, taking me along with him, until we were out under the rain.
Droplets fell against my face. At first, I dismissed it, my body shivering but with Kota there, I didn’t think of it.
As the rain struck at my skin, images started pouring behind my eyes. McCoy’s hands reaching to carry me off. North’s angry face as I pulled away.
My mother locking me up in the shower, tying me to the stool.
It was the last thing I remembered before everything went black.



FORGIVENESS
Rain tapped the window of my bedroom, waking me from a heavy sleep filled with dark dreams. I sat up quickly, gasping and clutched at my chest. I felt like I hadn’t breathed in hours and suddenly discovered the pain of my lungs on fire. 
The last thing I remembered was Mr. Blackbourne’s estranged face as he was hauling an unconscious Mr. McCoy. 
The rain against the window caused my stomach to twist. That brought more memories to me. I’d passed out in the rain. I couldn’t get through a rainstorm without fainting from sheer terror. I trembled at hearing the splattering. 
North’s words clattered through me again.
She hates me. She’ll never join us.
I glanced around in the dark, recognizing my bed and the familiar surroundings. I traced my hand along the sheets next to me. The coolness confirmed no one was with me tonight. 
I found my phone next to the pillow. I curled up against the bed on my side, holding the phone. My fingers found the cracks in the glass. I pressed a button, hoping it would work.
The light from the phone glowed in my face. The phone seemed fine, but the cracks in the glass were unsightly. I groaned softly. Victor would be upset. He’d want to get me another one. 
My fingers hovered over the guy’s apps. It was one in the morning. If they weren’t sleeping right now, they were probably working. I imagined that was why no one was there right now. 
Not that I deserved it. I failed terribly. I wasn’t fast enough with McCoy.
I made North angry.
The memory of North’s pained face had me shuddering where I lay. What could I do? I was tempted to call him and wake him up and apologize, but I was scared, too. I didn’t want to say the wrong thing and make it worse. 
I ached. A tear slid across my cheek and dropped against the bed. I couldn’t believe how badly I had messed up. North. The thought of his warm arms wrapped around me, his lips pressed against my fingers, his nose buried into my hair, how could he not know how I felt? I wasn’t afraid of him. 
I couldn’t live like this. I couldn’t let him think I hated him.
I tapped at the black car that was his icon for his app. I hesitated. I still didn’t want to wake him if he was sleeping so I didn’t want to call.
I opted instead to send a text.
Sang: I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I did. I don’t hate you. Please don’t be mad at me.
I couldn’t think of what else to say. I swallowed, hovered my finger over the send button and pushed. When the message went out, I clutched the phone, drawing it to my chest. 
When the phone buzzed against my skin, I thought I was going to have a heart attack. He was awake or I had woken him. I didn’t want to look at my screen, scared he was angry and would tell me to back off or worse. I couldn’t stop myself from checking.
North: I wouldn’t blame you if you did.
My eyes flared. I sat up, shoving my blanket away. I faced the wall and sat cross legged on my bed. My fingers flew across the screen’s keyboard display.
Sang: Don’t say that. It wasn’t your fault. After McCoy came after me, I was jumpy because he scared me, not you. I didn’t mean to flinch from you. I just didn’t know what you were doing so I backed up a little to figure out what you wanted. I’m sorry. It wasn’t you.
I waited for a reply, staring at the screen and straining in impatience to hear back from him. 
North: Are you okay?
Was I okay? What kind of question was that? I flexed my ankle. It was stiff but working. Was he even talking about that? 
I hovered over the phone, trying to think of a response. There was only one thing I could think to say. With trembling fingers, I typed in my answer.
Sang: I miss you.
My heart became a tiny pit inside my body as I sent the message. It felt like the completely wrong thing to say. The second I sent it along, I wanted to take it back. It felt so forward and was probably way out of what he was talking about.
Only I knew the truth. I meant it. I did miss him. I missed the way I felt about him before I did such a terrible thing. I didn’t want him to hate me and was scared to death that he wouldn’t forgive me.
I strained over the phone, gazing down at the glow and waited, holding my breath.
“I miss you, too,” a gruff voice uttered from behind me.
I dropped my phone, and it slid down, falling onto the floor. I spun to my knees on the bed, gazing into the dark behind me.
The outline of North’s figure loomed in the corner. He was sitting on top of my trunk. His back was against the wall. His gruff face was partially illuminated by the cell phone he held in his hands. His eyes met mine, apologies and silent questions penetrating through me.
I should have known. The Academy boys wouldn’t leave me.
“North,” I whispered, afraid that what I was seeing was an illusion. 
“I’m sorry,” he said, his low voice vibrating through my bones. “Sang Baby, that wasn’t me. I knew better. It was the stupid drugs and then seeing McCoy.” 
“I don’t hate you,” I said. “I didn’t want you to think ...”
“I know,” he said. He stood up, crossing the room.
I shifted on the bed, pulling the blanket back, giving him space. 
He read my mind. He slipped between the sheets next to me. He rested on his side and opened his arms up.
This time I didn’t hesitated. I fell into him. I pressed my head to his chest. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me to him. His nose touched down against my hair.
“Baby,” he called softly against my head.
“North,” I said. My hands found his chest and I clutched at him. 
“Do you still like me?” he whispered.
“Yes. Do you still like me?”
“Yes.”
I breathed in his soft musk. “What happened?” I asked, breathing against his chest. “What happened to McCoy?”
“Don’t worry about him.”
“Am I in trouble?”
He shook his head against me. He pulled back, pushing me slightly until his eyes met mine. The hint of a grin teased the corner of his mouth. “Do you think I’d let you get into trouble? You’d have to take me down first.” 
“But he thought I stole from the other girls. I was trying to fight him off. He threatened to call the police. And Mr. Blackbourne ...”
North uttered a guttural moan. He collected me again, pulling me against his strong chest. His broad arms encircled me, closing me in tightly. “Stop it. Baby, will you just once please trust me? Please?”
I couldn’t find the air to respond. I buried my face into his chest.
His fingers dug into my back, strong, as if trying to draw me closer into him when I couldn’t be pressed any further. “We don’t know who stole everything, but it isn’t you. We’ll figure it out later. And I won’t let him touch you. Not again. Not ever. I’ll kill him myself if I have to.”
I gasped.
“I mean it.” His nose nuzzled against my head. His breath caught up in my hair. “I saw it. I saw what he did to you.”
“How?”
“We were recording.”
“There’s cameras in the girl’s shower room?”
“There’s cameras everywhere. Especially in places that are almost abandoned. Your mother did that.” He sighed against my hair. “Your mother proved to us we couldn’t dismiss small spaces.”
The new information struck me. “Did you hear what he said? Was he wired, too?”
He paused. “Sort of.”
His hesitation drew a conclusion that had me pondering something I’d wondered about for a long time. “Am I wired?”
He grunted. “Yes.”
I drew back from him. His hands continued to hold on to me so I couldn’t get far but I managed to push against his chest so I could lean back and look at him. “Are you serious? Where? When ...”
He frowned softly at me through the darkness. “Since the first fight. The very first one.”
That long? I tried to recall it, my memory hesitant to bring up things in the past when so much had been going on now. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”
“They didn’t want to scare you off. You were still new to us. We didn’t want to see you hurt. And we didn’t understand what was happening at home.”
“So you weren’t going to ask me?” I clutched again at his chest. “You didn’t trust me to tell you?”
“You don’t trust us, Sang,” he said, drawing himself up. “You’re always dodging. You never tell us when you’re hurt or scared or angry. God damn it, Baby, you hesitated. I watched you. I saw the tape later. It started recording when he got close and was dealing with the other girls. Even when you were standing in that shower room alone today, you waited before you sent a message to anyone. Even when you did, it was a white flag. Uncomfortable. That’s bullshit.”
“I thought I wasn’t in trouble. They were trying to figure out who stole what and since I didn’t do it ...”
“You should have told us right from the start,” he said. His lifted his palms, pressing them to my cheeks. “I think I’m going to get Victor to change our apps on your phone to only green and red buttons. I don’t care if it’s an emergency or not. I want to know where you are and what’s going on.”
My heart thundered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it would happen. I didn’t want to bother you guys if it was nothing.”
“Baby, listen to yourself.” His thumb brushed against the crest of my cheeks. His fierce eyes imploring. “When we were in that fight a couple of weeks ago, did you hesitate before you jumped in?”
I shook my head against his hands. “No.”
“Did you stop fighting, even when I told you not to?”
“No.”
“When it came down to it, when you felt our safety was at risk, you jumped in head first. Now, when you’re alone and there’s no one else at risk, you coil into yourself and worry about bothering me? It’s self-destructive.”
“I don’t mean to do that,” I said. 
“What have I been telling you? Don’t wait. Call me for anything. Call any one of us. Why won’t you listen?”
I pulled myself away. It was too much to hear him pleading like this. Didn’t I send word when I was uncomfortable? How was I supposed to know that around the corner was Mr. McCoy? If that were the case, I would have pushed the red button, I was sure of it. 
But wasn’t that why I do hesitate? I remembered Micah complaining about the Academy cavalry coming in for the rescue. There was a microphone in my phone, capable of recording everything. They didn’t tell me it was there. The cameras in my house were still up, and they had access to them. I, however, didn’t have access to the cameras in their homes.
They didn’t trust me, either. They didn’t trust me to make the right decisions. I really wasn’t one of them. I was the thing they tried to protect and unless I was within eyesight, they didn’t trust me alone. One of these days, I would cry wolf too many times when something simple I could have handled myself popped up and they would be angry. 
I swallowed back my hurt pride. He wouldn’t understand. “I’m sorry,” I said again. “Next time, I’ll call.”
North frowned. “Why won’t you tell me?”
My lips parted. “What?”
“You’re angry and you aren’t yelling. Why won’t you yell at me?”
“I’m not angry,” I said, unsure of his meaning. I was sad and unsure, but was that anger? Did he want me angry at him?
He grunted, and shoved fingers through his hair. “I don’t understand you. Don’t you care about me at all?”
“What? Of course. But why would yelling ...”
“I can’t read your mind. Just tell me what you want.”
In the darkness, my fingers sought out his body again, tracing up along his forearm to his shoulders. I wanted to stop talking tonight. My mind wasn’t ready to process Mr. McCoy and what happened, and I didn’t have the strength in that moment to figure out what North really wanted from me. I wanted to sleep. I wanted him to not be angry with me anymore. 
I wanted us back the way we were before, when he would climb onto the roof to come to me in the night and have stars painted into the top of the attic space to comfort me when he wasn’t around and kissed my fingers in the closet.
He may not have been able to read my mind, but he did seem to understand me. He collected me again, drawing me down with him against the bed. He drew me in until my head was pressed to his chest. He hooked a leg around mine. His lips brushed against the top of my head.
In the quiet as I rested next to him, I bit my tears of frustration so I wouldn’t scare him.
Friends were complicated.



NEVER STANDING STILL
The only reason I showed up at school on Friday was Kota’s prodding. I was a zombie the entire day, and I was pretty sure I zoned out during all of my classes. The football game that week was an away game at a city a good distance from Charleston, so North and Silas had to leave midday on the bus to the rival school.
No McCoy. I wasn’t clear what happened to him and the guys kept quiet about it. Even Mr. Blackbourne told me not to worry about it. 
I still worried, though. Not knowing was the worst. I would never admit it, but Derrick’s little quip about burying dead bodies came back to me. That and not knowing Mr. McCoy’s location had me thinking he was going to pop up around the corner at any moment. He knew where I lived. He was probably very angry with me. He’d come back for me.
I wanted to ask Kota if we could go to the football game, but as the afternoon wore on, I was almost passing out. When I got home that day, Kota and Nathan both insisted I sleep. 
And I did. I slept through the afternoon and all night. I woke up with Kota next to me on the bed. Nathan was on the floor. 
I checked the clock on the stereo, which glared five in the morning at me. I wasn’t tired any more though. I inched out of the bed, trying to get out without waking Kota. I tiptoed over to the attic, opening the door. From the small wardrobe, I pulled out a pair of jean shorts and a black tank top. It was Saturday. I was grateful. I had a weekend to recuperate and I was going to utilize every moment by not worrying about McCoy and school for now. I wanted to stay with the guys for every moment, the only way I really felt safe.
I snuck into the bathroom. I bathed, dressed. I twisted my hair, clipping it back while it was still wet. I tiptoed down the stairs. The sun still wasn’t quite up but it was starting to nudge the tree line.
I checked the fridge, hoping to find something to make us for breakfast. 
“Couldn’t sleep?” Kota’s voice drifted to me. 
I turned, half spooked. I let the fridge close itself behind me. 
He leaned against the kitchen counter, his arms crossed over his chest. He still wore the dark gray pajama pants and the green T-shirt he’d worn to bed. His calm smile lit up, soothing. “Morning, sunshine.”
I couldn’t help but smile in return. “Good morning.”
His head tilted and he touched a forefinger to the bridge of his glasses, sliding them up further along his nose. “What would you like to do today?”
My lips parted. He was asking my opinion? It threw me off. “What?”
“Things have been kind of crazy lately,” he said. He pushed himself away from the counter, stepping closer to me. “I thought it might be a good idea to take the day off.”
“We get days off?”
He laughed. “Did you think we work all the time?”
Yes. “It seems like it.”
He stepped closer, until he was tilting his head down to look into my face. “Let me prove you wrong. What do you want to do today?”
My mind blanked out. I had no idea. Here he was, offering me something I’d wondered about. What happens if I wanted to do something? Would they listen? Now I had the opportunity to let him know what I wanted and I didn’t have an answer. I did, but the answer was stupid. Because I did it every day. “I wouldn’t mind just hanging out with everyone.”
“Where?”
I had a choice of that, too? Even then, I didn’t have an answer. It didn’t matter. “Here’s fine, if they want.”
♥♥♥ 
Like magic, by that afternoon North, Silas, Luke, Nathan and Kota were playing basketball. It took until noon for North and Luke to appear, because they’d been working at the diner, but they eventually showed up. 
I was playing basketball with them, too, but failing badly. Mostly I was standing around as others weaved and dodged around me to throw the basketball. My knee felt better. My ankle was sore. My muscles were tense but I managed to warm them up and they felt better. The boys were easy on my sore body, but not easy on doing their best to win. Cheating wasn’t working. 
I also felt something missing.
Answering my unspoken wish, a familiar gray BMW pulled into the driveway. I stepped out of the way of the flurry of moving bodies racing toward the basket, drawn to the car’s arrival. 
Out stepped Victor and Gabriel. Gabriel flashed a smile at me, waving, wearing a pair of dark blue jeans and a neon orange tank top. Victor wore his usual Armani white shirt and dark slacks. He smiled, too, though a little more subdued.
Gabriel leapt ahead of Victor, nearly tripping as he half jogged forward. I raced toward him, meeting him half way. Gabriel caught me around the middle, spun me once and drew me close for a tight hug. His arms closed in around my shoulders, and he lifted me, stumbling a few steps as he carried me like that.
“Hey there, Trouble,” he said.
“Meanie,” I replied.
He put me down and smirked. “Heard you missed me.”
I beamed, unsure of what to say.
“Me, too, right?” Victor asked, coming up beside Gabriel.
Gabriel backed up and Victor collected me. His hug was softer. His fingers traced across the ribs along my back. 
“Hi, Princess,” he said. 
The basketball rolled past our legs. Gabriel crouched to pick it up. He hollered and tossed it back, running after it and joining in on the game.
Victor held on to my hand, and we stood together. I realized despite seeing him yesterday, it felt like eons since I saw him outside of school. I felt uniquely shy with him now. I stared off into the game, unsure.
His thumb traced over the back of my hand. “You don’t have plans next weekend, do you?”
I didn’t have a schedule that I knew of. I was at the mercy of Kota and the others. “Not as far as I know.”
He tilted his head toward me. “I believe I owe you a date, don’t I?”
I bit my lip shyly, wanting to ask him about the other girls Silas had told me about. Karen’s suggestion to get to know them one at a time came back to me. I should take my time with each of them, I confirmed. Only then would I know for sure. 
“I’d like that,” I said, being completely honest. I liked Victor. I enjoyed being near him. 
“I’ll plan something special.”
“What?”
His fire eyes blazed. “You’ll see.”
Silas struck out at the basketball being held up by North. His fist smashed against the ball, sending it sailing. The ball flew across the drive, striking at the roll up door of the shed, leaving a slight dent.
“Shit,” North said, breathing heavily and putting his hands on his hips.
“We can fix that,” Silas said.
“It’s fine,” I said, not really concerned with a small dent in the door.
No one listened to me. The seven of them clustered together around the shed.
“It still rolls up, doesn’t it?” Nathan asked, brushing his fingers through his hair.
Kota stooped, hooking his fingers through the handle and yanked up. The door rolled up noisily, revealing the box filled, messy space inside. The bikes Derrick had fixed up before were in front. The rest was still as I’d left it.
The others gazed inside, curious.
“What’s in here?” Kota asked, looking back at me. 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Old things. Junk, I guess. My mother had told me not to touch it before.”
They all exchanged glances.
Kota sighed. “Someone grab those bikes. Let’s get started.”
“What? No!” I said. “Wait, you don’t have to.”
Gabriel laughed, hooking an arm around my neck and pulled me in until his forehead was touching mine. “Don’t you ever learn? You can’t show us something like this and expect us not to do something.”
I groaned. Academy boys. Never a day off. Here was a brand new project and their curious eyes were already sparking, calculating on what to do with it all. Family first.
Gabriel pulled me out of the way as Nathan and Luke started dragging the bikes away. North and Silas picking up the bigger wardrobe boxes, shoving them aside to examine further into the space.
“I forgot about all of this,” Silas said. “I saw it before but it slipped my mind.”
“Me, too,” Nathan said.
“We’ve been busy,” Kota said. He caught the edge of tape at the top of the wardrobe boxes and yanked it. He unfolded the top, peering in.
I pushed a finger to my lower lip. Having been told not to go through all of this, even after what my mother had done to me, made me nervous. I appreciated the thought behind what they were doing, but wasn’t sure what to say. 
“Hey,” a voice called from up the road.
We all turned. Derrick was walking up the drive.
“What’s he doing here?” Nathan asked, although low enough only we would hear. I looked over at him. He flashed his eyes at me, asking. 
I shrugged, but blushed. Was he still angry?
“What’s going on?” Derrick asked, eyes going to the bikes on the ground outside off the shed.
“Cleaning up,” Kota said. “Want to lend a hand?”
“Are you okay with us doing this?” He looked at me for confirmation.
My heart thundered. He was the only one who seemed concerned enough to ask me first. “It’s no big deal,” I said, standing on the fence and not wanting to insult the others. I knew they meant well but I wasn’t sure I wanted to spend the rest of the afternoon cleaning out a shed. “It’s just junk. We don’t have to do it today.”
“Might as well,” North said. 
I swallowed a protest, feeling the encroachment of them but unsure how to tell them.
“Should we check with Marie?” Derrick asked. “It’s her stuff, too.”
They all paused, as if this thought hadn’t crossed their minds. Kota rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Is she even here?”
“I came over to see,” Derrick said. He nodded toward the house. “I’ll go check.”
“Whoa,” Gabriel said as Derrick disappeared into the side garage door. “Does Derrick have a crush on your sister or what?”
I, and six other guys around us, turned to Gabriel, gawking in confusion.
Gabriel laughed. “Didn’t you see him? What the fuck? Tell me you saw that. He’s into her. Who would have thought.”
Nathan’s intense gaze soften. “I thought he liked Sang.”
Gabriel shook his head. “He doesn't want her. She hangs out with us. He’s only hangs out with her if Marie isn’t around.”
Derrick returned, reporting that Marie didn’t care one way or the other what happened to the stuff in the shed. I relaxed my resolve a little at hearing this. Marie giving permission made it seem like a better idea now. 
Kota started directing the others into working. Broken and couldn’t be repaired furniture got moved to the side of the road to be hauled away. Repairable furniture got put into a pile. When it came to the boxes, Kota started sorting them by size because there wasn’t a way to tell what was inside of them. He didn’t want to open them all at once.
I tried to help, mostly because I felt obligated to answer questions about what things were, but with seven others around, it became crowded as they started splitting up boxes.
After an hour, Gabriel wiped his brow. “Sang, let’s go jump on the trampoline for a minute. It’s too hot in this shed.”
Derrick grunted, dropping a box on the concrete. “I agree. I need a break.”
“It’s a good idea,” Kota said. “There’s a lot more stuff in here than I thought. We need to organize better.” He started pointing at the others. “Luke, Nathan, and Victor, come over to my house with me and help me get some things situated. I’ve got extra boxes and materials we can use in here. The rest of you hang out here until we get back.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, half grinning through my panting.
He smirked at me and beeped my nose. “Don’t worry. We’ll be back.”
That wasn’t really what I was concerned about. I, again, had taken a perfectly good day and ruined it and I hadn’t meant to. How could I be mad about it though? To them, compared to strategizing security at the school or other Academy work, this was probably something simple and fun. 
Kota and Nathan started a half jog toward Kota's house. Luke and Victor followed, but at a slow walk and talking to each other.
Silas reclaimed the basketball. North shoved a few boxes out of the way and they started a round of trading the ball to make baskets. 
Gabriel tugged me around the shed toward the trampoline. He climbed up first and hauled me up next to him. 
His face hovered close to mine. At first I thought he was going to whisper something like most of the guys did when they were that close. His lips parted by my cheek, and his tongue dragged against my skin.
"Ack!" I squealed. 
He laughed and dropped down onto the black mat to yank his shoes off. I was already barefoot so started bouncing around him.
“God damn,” he said, tossing his shoes to the grass. “I haven’t had a day off in forever.”
“This is a day off?” I asked. “Cleaning out my shed?”
“Trouble, your shed is easier to deal with.” He got up on his feet, pulling the top hem of his jeans higher on his lean hips. “I’ll clean the shed. I’ll organize your room. Later we’ll go through your clothes. I’m gonna take full advantage of this.” 
Derrick came around from the shed, he stood on the grass by the edge of the trampoline. “Show him how you can do the front flip.”
Gabriel’s eyes widened. “Holy fuck. You flip?”
“I can’t do it that well,” I said, trying to tuck the locks of hair falling into my face behind my ear. I couldn't get them to stay. “I end up on my knees.”
“Show me.”
I held up a hand to get him to back up. He sat down on the metal bar. I blushed, more nervous now that I was doing this in front of him and not just Derrick. 
I started bouncing around to pick up momentum and when I felt comfortable, I pushed forward and flipped. I tilted a little but twisted enough to land on my knees like before. 
Gabriel shoved a hand against his chest, laughing. “Aw, little Trouble’s a fucking ninja.” He jumped up again. “Let me try this.”
Derrick got up on the bar, and launched himself up onto the black mat. “Let’s do one at the same time.”
“Aw shit, yeah,” Gabriel said. He bounced hard. “Get back, Sang. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
I stepped back, sitting on the bar like Gabriel had done. 
In a flash, they were bouncing hard. It was enough to make me clutch the trampoline ridge, thinking I’d get thrown off by how much they shook it. Gabriel’s blond and russet hair flew around his face. 
With a couple of heavy jumps, they counted off. They bounced, flipped, and both landed feet first, but the momentum they had going on the black mat had them both bouncing backwards. They ended up on their backs.
Gabriel and Derrick were laughing, loud and heavy. I was giggling to myself, trying to catch my breath when I heard the first call of a hooting, sounding something like a squealing pig with a crow in the distance.
When I heard the sound, I stopped short, unsure of what I was really hearing. I swallowed, holding my breath and listened.
The second time, I heard it clearer. “Suuuweeee.”
The boys were still laughing and started up, bouncing around again.
“Derrick,” I said, unsure of what to do. I wasn’t supposed to let the guys know about the signal, but it was an emergency call. I was sure of it. 
Derrick was still giggling, but focused on me. I motioned to where the hooting had come from and then held my hand against my ear to signal the need to listen.
Gabriel was still bouncing around, facing the other way. 
The next signal came, a little clearer this time, and with a heightened sense of priority. Someone was in trouble.
Derrick’s face set firm. He got up, set off across the mat and leapt from the metal bar to the grass.
I wasn’t going to let him do it alone. I raced after him, leapt up from the trampoline, landing hard on the grass where he had landed. I tumbled forward, my ankle radiating with a wave of pain. I’d forgotten to be careful with my ankle. I wobbled forward, stumbling.
“Where are you going, Trouble?” Gabriel asked, still jumping and laughing, but slowing.
“Be right back,” I said, scrambling after Derrick toward the shed. I bit back the pain, I didn’t have time for it. 
When we got to the driveway, the signal sounded again. North was under the basket, looking after Silas, who had run off after the basketball that had ended up rolling underneath Victor’s car.
Derrick motioned to the two bikes and took one look at me. It was all I needed. Follow him.
I picked up the bike before North, turned on us. “What are you two doing?” he asked, a half curious almost smile on his face. 
“We’re going to go get Micah and Tom,” Derrick said. He ran with the bike to give it a push start before jumping on, standing on the pedals.
I did the same, jumping up, trying to avoid North’s eyes. I was excited to be able to help although I didn’t like lying to North about what was going on. Technically it was true of course, we were going to get whoever was calling for us, but since it was the emergency call, it meant one of the boys were lost or hurt. I made a promise though. I wasn’t going to betray that trust.
Only as another hooting sounded, I reacted to it, looking out into the distance at where it was coming from. This time, the tone was sharper, the ending squeal sounding desperate to me.
North turned toward it, too, looking confused. I started pedaling.
“No, wait,” North said, turning back quickly. His hands splayed out as if he wanted to stop the bike but I was far out of reach before he got close. 
I pedaled past him, zooming down the drive after Derrick. There wasn’t time to waste. 
“Silas! Stop her!”
Silas stood up, looking confused. He spotted me coming down the drive, held out his hands looking unsure. “Where are you going?”
“Have to go,” I said, with my heart in my throat. I knew I couldn’t stop. Something was wrong, and I didn’t have time to explain this. They would make me if I hesitated now. 
“Don’t let her go,” North bellowed at him.
I swerved the bike, trying to avoid hitting Silas. Derrick was already at the road, lingering slightly to wait for me.
Silas side stepped, following my move to get in the way.
My heart thundered. If he didn’t move, I was going to crash into him. “Silas, we have to go,” I yelled at him, afraid he wouldn’t understand. “Trust me.”
His eyes flashed. He grunted. At the last moment, when I was about to pull up short and stop, possibly falling over, he dodged out of the way.
“God damn it, Silas! I said stop her.”
“She was going to crash into me. I was going to hurt her.”
I zoomed out of the drive. Derrick took the lead. The calls were coming from the woods behind Kota’s house, although I wasn’t sure exactly where. Derrick seemed to have an idea though.
We raced down the road together. I felt rather than saw North, Silas and Gabriel all running after us. They were still no match for the bikes. 
We drove through Kota’s driveway. I was going to stop short and walk through the woods, but Derrick didn’t, so I didn’t. We cut through his lawn, with Max barking after us from the house. Crap. Kota was going to see me.
Derrick zoomed through his back yard. He ducked when we got close to the twin palm trees that made a sort of archway toward the wood path. I followed.
The grass on the other side of the tree line behind Kota’s house was thicker than I remembered, but it was also laying over on top of itself. Derrick blazed the trail, and I followed right behind him. I was standing on the pedals now, pushing hard to get through the rough. What kept us moving was the ground was relatively even, and the grass bent easily.
The signal sounded again.
“Sawdust pile,” Derrick called behind me.
I’d never seen the sawdust pile. I remembered Nathan telling me not to go over there and I hadn’t been back here since that day. He’d said it was dangerous. Didn’t Micah and Tom know that?
At the end of the tall grass path, there was a smaller, dusty trail off to the right between clusters of trees. We had an easier time with this one since the ground was smoothed, dry and cracked. Derrick sped up and I did my best to keep near him. I wondered if North and the others would be able to follow. I didn’t want to betray the secret, but if there really was trouble, I hoped they could come in and help.
We came out of the trail on the other side. There was a clearing about as big as a football field. At the far end was a pile of sawdust about as big as the garage at home. 
Tom was at the foot of it, waving his hands after us. Beads of sweat trailed down his dirty cheeks. “He’s going to sink in,” he cried out.
I glanced up. Micah was at the top of the pile, waist deep into the dust. His shirt was off. He looked nervous, but the moment he set his eyes on me behind Derrick, he frowned. “Why’d you bring her with you?”
“You’re probably lucky she did come along,” Derrick said, pulling his bike up near the pile and stopping. He got off, dropping it. His bare chest was heaving as he caught his breath. “What in the world were you thinking climbing up there?”
“We were testing it out.”
“That was stupid.”
I stopped my bike next to Derrick’s. I wasn’t eager to stand in the grass in my bare feet but the grass was softer than I thought it looked. I stood back, putting my hands on my hips and looking up at Micah. “How do we get him out?”
“Climb up and yank him out, I guess.”
I nodded. Derrick was right. They needed me right now. I was lighter. Someone like Kota or Nathan being much heavier might create more problems. Derrick was probably too heavy for this but I wouldn’t want to ask Tom to climb up there.
“Let’s do it before the cavalry catches up,” Derrick said.
“They’re coming?” Micah said. “I told you she’d tell.”
“She didn’t tell. They were there when you signaled.” Derrick planted a foot onto the pile. “If we hurry, they might not find out at all.” He gingerly put his weight onto it. His foot nestled into the collection of sawdust but he didn’t sink. He stepped forward again, crawling his way slowly up the pile.
I gritted my teeth. I had to do it. We were the only ones here. If we waited any longer, he could sink in and disappear. I placed my bare foot onto the sawdust, feeling the grit, like thick sand, under my feet. I was half expecting a thousand splinters but it was softer than I expected. 
I didn’t sink. I placed my hands into the dust to scramble up.
Derrick slipped up next to Micah, his hands out and looking unsteady. He inched closer to Micah. The dust started to collect over the tops of his feet. “It’s softer up here,” he warned me. “Be careful.”
I nodded. I climbed up on the other side of Micah, approaching like Derrick had done by sidling up slow. On top of the pile, it was easier to walk across but I was sinking in deeper, too. The sawdust spread out under my feet, swallowing me up to almost my ankles. I tried not to look at how high up we were, like standing on a rooftop.
Derrick frowned. “We’ll have to do this a little at a time.” He reached down, holding out a hand. “Give me your hand, Micah.”
Micah groaned, shoving a hand up. As he did, he sunk a little lower, until the dust claimed him up to his ribs. “Hurry,” he said. He lifted his other hand toward me.
I stepped closer, tilting almost unbalanced as the sawdust below my feet started to shift again. I planted my feet as best as I could. I reached out, clasped at Micah’s hand. I locked my fingers around his palm, trying to make sure I had a good grip. “Ready,” I said. 
“Pull him up slow,” Derrick said to me. “If there’s a sink hole here, we don’t want to fall in after him.”
I nodded. 
Derrick counted out. “One, two ...” 
I pulled. Derrick yanked up. Micah started coming up, exposing his bare belly button. As we tugged at Micah, we sunk in. The sawdust filled in over my ankles.
“Stop,” Derrick said. He readjusted. “Pull yourself out, try not to sink in any further.”
I pulled my feet out, allowing sawdust to fill in the space and trying to stand on top of it. I did sink in but only to cover part of my foot. 
We pulled together again. This time we got Micah up far enough so I could see his hip bones.
“Wait,” Micah said. “Don’t do any more.”
“Why not?” Derrick asked. “We don’t have time to wait.”
Micah rumbled. “My shorts aren’t coming up with me.”
“Well you should have thought about that before you decided to go jump into a sawdust pile. I’ve told you to stay out of here.”
“I’ll close my eyes if you want.,” I said, eager to get this over with. 
Micah cursed under his breath. “Whatever. Just pull.”
“On three again,” Derrick said. 
I collected Micah’s hand. His hands were sweaty, making it harder to hold on to him.
“One.”
The sawdust shifted around my feet again as I tensed, sinking me a little down around my ankles again. I regripped again, hoping another good real tug would get him high enough that he could pull himself out.
“Two.”
“Baby! Get your ass off of there!”
North’s deep voice was so pleading, so desperate that it jolted me. I stumbled off-balance.
The ground shifted.
Micah sunk in to his shoulders. His hand grasped mine in a death grip.
Unbalanced, I dropped down over on top of him, afraid to let go. If I let go, we wouldn’t be able to find him if he sank down deeper. 
Before his head went under, I curled myself over him to cover his face. 
Derrick landed on top of me, possibly thinking the same thing. He grabbed at my waist, still hanging on to Micah’s hand around me.
The sawdust piled up around us.



LETTING GO
The feeling was familiar, like being surrounded by pool water. It was stifling hot, warmer, thicker, itchier. 
It was also pitch black.
Micah was scrambling below me. I wasn’t sure how he was moving so much but the more he twisted and turned, the further we sank together.
I held his hand, squeezed it, willing him to stop.
With my free hand, I cupped around my mouth, trying to keep the sawdust away from my face and trying not to breathe it in.
At some point we settled. Derrick was hunched over my head, pulling up and away from me using his back. He held up the sawdust around him, creating an air pocket. I felt the space opening up next to his face and chest. 
“Pull him up,” Derrick said through the dark. He readjusted his grip until he was holding me up around my shoulders.
I yanked on Micah’s hand and tried to pull him up against me. When he broke through next to my head, he sputtered, spitting and gasping.
“We need to cover our faces,” Derrick said. “I don’t know how much longer I can hold this up.”
An idea sparked through me. “Hang on to Derrick,” I told Micah.
Micah didn’t answer, but he let go of my hand to double up on Derrick’s arm. Derrick yanked him up higher.
I shifted, sinking slightly but wrenched off my tank top. I was too scared to be modest now, and they couldn’t see me anyway. We needed something to cover our faces and I was the only one wearing a shirt. At least I had a bra.
I pulled up the tank top into the air pocket. I felt around for Derrick’s hand. “Can you rip this?”
Derrick snatched the shirt from me. He grunted. There were ripping sounds. A second later, a cloth was shoved at my head.
“Keep it around your nose and mouth. Breathe through the cloth. Don’t suck in any more sawdust.”
I shoved the cloth of my shirt toward my face.
“Take slow breaths. Save the oxygen. I don’t know how long it will take them to find us.”
I wanted to do what he was telling us, but the cloth made the already unbearable warmth around us suffocating. I was sweating. The sawdust stuck to my skin.
Muffled voices seeped down to us. There was pressure above our bodies, and I wasn’t sure if we were sinking further or if it was the guys on top of us and looking.
Micah coughed, convulsing his whole body. We started sinking again.
“I’m going to get him on top of us,” Derrick said. His voice was muffled now, and I imagined he had stuffed the cloth into his face. “I’m going to push him up so they get to him. This will probably cave in. Hang on to my leg. Don’t let go.”
“Okay.” I felt my way down Derrick’s body, embarrassed to think of certain parts I might have accidentally felt.
I wrapped an arm around his thigh, clinging to his jean cut offs, shoving the cloth into my face. With my knuckles protruding out from my face, it created my own little air pocket. Some sawdust still shifted in around my mouth but it was better than practically eating it.
Derrick shifted. Micah was pulled away. The harder Derrick pushed Micah higher up above him, the heavier the dust around us settled, weighing us down. I wasn’t sure if we were sinking further because of it.
I clung to Derrick’s leg in the dark. I hoped. I pleaded. I screamed in my head. I felt tears in my eyes. I didn’t want that because the sawdust stuck to my eyes and I had to squeeze them shut to keep it out.
All I could think of was how I didn’t want to die. North was wrong. I wasn’t self-destructive. I wanted very much to live. I couldn’t imagine dying in this nasty, itchy place. Their faces flashed through my mind. I wanted to be back with them. They were everything I wanted. In that moment, I knew. I had depended on them so much. I depended on them now. I should have never kept this a secret. I should have trusted them with everything. They were out there, I knew. I couldn’t feel them. I couldn’t see them. I could barely make out their muffled shouts above my head as sawdust filled in my ears. I simply knew they were there. The Academy was always there.
I wanted them. I wanted Kota and Nathan and Silas and Gabriel and Luke and Victor and North and Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green. How horrible it would be if they spent all this effort in keeping me safe and I ended up dying right here.
I would try harder, I promised myself. I would work every day. I would never complain. I would never think of wanting a day off. I never truly wanted one, anyway. It didn’t matter to me. What mattered was that the guys were around. If we worked at the diner, if we were coordinating things at the high school, I would follow. I knew then that if they were in the Academy, that’s where I wanted to be, too. If I could only get in, I would no longer be sitting on the sidelines wondering where they were and unable to go with them.
I would finally feel like I was part of their family. In the real way. In the way Kota had promised me and I had yet to feel completely attuned to. The Academy was the answer. Despite Kota’s warnings, and Mr. Blackbourne’s grim report that it was almost impossible, I knew it was my only answer. Without the Academy, I could never really be a part of them because it was the part of them that they could never trust me with. Family meant trust. I had to earn it.
If I survived, I would do whatever it took.
Derrick started shifting above me. His leg moved up. He was either pulling himself up or getting pulled.
I clutched at Derrick’s thigh. I pushed my face against it as I readjusted the cloth over my mouth. 
Only as Derrick was getting pulled, when I clutched at him to hang on, he shifted down again further. 
He shifted up again.
I clutched to him.
He shifted down further.
I was weighing him down. 
I whimpered against the cloth in my face. As hot as my face was, my feet felt like they were scalding. The further we sank, it was burning more. It was too much to bear.
And if I held on to Derrick, he’d never get out. We were falling together.
I swallowed, feeling a couple of bits of sawdust against my itchy throat. I knew what I had to do and I didn’t want to do it. His leg was all I had right now.
And if I didn’t let go, we’d sink further into this and drown together.
I released him.



SANG UNLEASHED
I could only release a little, backing away. I felt him slipping further up, although the shorts remained behind, his legs started moving up again.
Derrick tensed hard, shifting his knee, almost kicking me. He stopped. I didn’t understand what he was doing.
I thought maybe he was stuck, so I felt around, reaching for his knee. He tensed again, and he started moving up. 
This time, since I didn’t have a good grip, I simply followed him with my hand, feeling at his calf. He was being pulled up.
The weight of the sawdust, though was growing heavy around me. Heavier than before. Derrick must have still been holding up a good portion of the dust. 
He was still rising though. I followed with my hand, trying to straighten my body. If he got pulled out, I would be found next. 
He drifted further up, my hand slipped down to right above his ankle.
He stopped. I squeezed. I’m fine. Just go.
He was pulled up again, this time I held on to his ankle, trying to use his momentum to get myself to move further up.
I tried a swimming motion Nathan taught me, only it wasn’t working. The more I tried to push myself up, the dust tightened in around me.
The best I could do was drift a hand up as Derrick started getting pulled up again. 
When Derrick was no longer moving, I pushed up. Go.
He shifted.
Go, I pleaded silently through my fingers. I squeezed again. 
He shifted up, this time so quickly that his foot slipped away from my grasp. I clutched at sawdust.
But I wasn’t sinking and neither was Derrick.
There was shifting above my head. I had no idea how far I was into the sawdust. The cloth around my face was suffocating but I felt the weight of the dust around it. I wanted to draw my hand in to help cup my face better and to readjust the cloth, maybe readjust and get a new air pocket.
Only I couldn’t move my hand above my head. It was like I knew if I drew back, it would be even harder for them to find me. I also might lose track of which way was up. It was hard to tell now without Derrick being there, so I remained as still as possible.
The waiting was so long.
The heat bore into me, reminding me too much of scalding water on my face.
I coughed, unable to hold it back any more. The sawdust in my mouth reminded me of how scratchy my throat was after swallowing lemon and vinegar.
I bit my tongue. I couldn’t pass out. Not now. Not like in the rain. Not like when I tried to take a shower. If I did it now, they’d never find me. I’d die. I couldn’t die. I would never die on them. Never.
The weight above me shifted again, and so did the sawdust around the hand above my head. Something brushed at my fingertips.
A hand dug in around mine, gripping at my palm.
A thumb traced over the back of my hand.
Victor! I sobbed against the cloth at my face but forced myself to suck in the one that wanted to follow it. Victor! How embarrassing I was thinking the other day that I barely knew them. One touch and it was all it took. I knew what he felt like. I could now recall his berry, moss fragrance and the way his fire eyes lit up when I slipped into the seat behind him in class. 
I clutched back. I’m here. 
The hand held on, not letting go. Another pair of hands, bigger ones, Silas hands, felt down along my arm, trying to pull me up. 
The weight shifted again around me though. I wasn’t coming up, they were yanking my arm but I wasn’t moving. The weight of the dust was holding my body down.
I was pulled again. Pain radiated through my shoulder. They were going to pull my arm out. I clawed at Victor’s hand to warn them.
They stopped short, as if realizing this. The sawdust shifted around me, lightening but it wasn’t enough. I imagined they were trying to scoop out the sawdust but with them shifting above me, I felt my body being weighted down.
They stopped again. I could almost hear their brains calculating together on their next move. 
I coughed again. It was too hard to breathe. The heat was too much and my lungs were starting to hurt. The oxygen wasn’t enough.
I was drowning.
I swallowed. They didn’t have time to think for me anymore. I had to do it myself. I had to help. They couldn’t rescue me without me helping, too.
I let go of the cloth at my face, closing my mouth and trying to relax like I’d done in Nathan’s pool. I could hold my breath for a good minute, I knew. Every second counted.
With my hand now free, I cupped at the wood dust around me. I threaded my hand up, along my arm. It was slow. Sawdust crept into the edges of my mouth. I wanted to spit but if I opened my mouth, I knew all I would get would be dust, not air.
I pushed harder. I pulled on Victor’s hand.
He clasped mine, nearly too hard. He seemed to sense what I was doing. Hang on to me. I’ll pull myself up. And so he was. He’d hold on as long as I needed.
I fought against the onslaught of shifting sawdust, worried that I might be pulling him in. He didn’t seem to move though. 
My fingers broke up around my arm, finding one of Silas’s hands. Another hand dropped down next to it, finding my elbow. I recognized Nathan’s calloused fingers. I would have done anything to have popped those into my mouth in that moment.
He gripped at my arm. His other hand found my forearm and he held on. Now they had a better grip of me.
I was lifted. Silas's hands slid further down, gripping around the elbows and at my bicep.
But it was a slow process, still. I couldn’t breathe.
My lungs burned. I tried tucking my head down, trying to find any small pocket of space, any air at all.
My mouth opened, unwilling to wait.
I choked on sawdust.
♥♥♥ 
The next thing I knew, I was on my back, waking up from what felt like a deep sleep, like at the slumber party where I had the nightmare and I clawed up North’s arm after.
The first thing I felt was my mouth full of itchy dust, and a face pressed close to mine.
I gagged, turning over, pushing away whoever it was. I coughed hard.
Arms clutched me around the shoulders. “Breathe, Peanut. Just breathe.”
There was grass below me. I sucked in the harsh headiness mixed with the fresh air and the leather and Cypress of Nathan. When my lungs were filled, I had more energy to spit and cough out the sawdust clustered in my mouth. Someone had my hands, but I yanked them free, clawing at my chest and neck as if that would help ebb the amount of sawdust in my mouth and throat. My nails clawed away the wet, stuck wood particles, leaving trails along my skin but no matter how hard I wiped at my body, it wasn’t enough.
“Get her out of here,” Kota’s voice ordered, his voice deeper than I remembered. “Get those kids back home. Victor?”
“Already on it,” Victor said, hovering over me somewhere. He started talking again and backed away as he did so. He, too, barked orders but not to the guys, and in a code I didn’t recognize. I was too distracted to figure out what he was saying.
Luke’s voice came after me now. “Sang, I’m going to clear your eyes, okay? But don’t open them yet. We need to get you to some water.”
It took me that long to realize that I hadn’t yet even attempted to open them. There was a thick layer of wet dust stuck to my eyelids, like wearing a heavy, itchy eye mask. They felt glued shut. I wasn’t sure it would ever clear.
Luke’s tender hands brushed against my eyes, tracing carefully over the crevice under my brow and ducking into the corners. He pulled away the heaviness but there still remained a thin layer, itchy. I squinted hard, wanting to blink but kept my lids closed.
A cloth covered my chest, and I realized I was in my bra and underwear. I smelled the scent of the ocean.
“Aggele mou,” Silas murmured. “I’m going to pick you up. Keep those eyes closed.” 
Silas wrapped his thick arms around my shoulders, hooking under my legs and lifted easily. When I was in the air, he was moving. 
There was a hustle of movement. I heard Derrick telling someone he was okay. Gabriel was barking after Micah to hurry along. Nathan yelled at Tom to run ahead to Kota’s house. There were more voices but they mixed together.
Silas snugged me into him, his grip on my body strong enough that I was sure there would be bruises but it didn’t bother me. I clutched at his chest, willing myself to stay awake now. I wanted to keep breathing. I was scared to death of losing myself in the dark again. I wanted water to rinse my mouth to talk to them. I wanted to wash my eyes to see their faces.
Silas moved quickly. From what I could hear, others were around him, too. Quiet, focused. They didn’t need to speak to each other. They knew their jobs and they did them. Always watching. Always prepared. 
It was several eon-long minutes before Silas stopped moving. I was lowered to the ground. Concrete warmed my back. Silas moved away and I struggled to sit up. The shirt over my body dropped to my side.
“Sang,” Luke hovered over me again. “Just lay back for one second. I’ll clean your face.”
I couldn’t say anything. It felt like my mouth was too full of sawdust. If I opened up, it would shift and I’d start coughing again.
The sound of water drew my attention. Luke touched my chin, tilting my face where he wanted it. A smooth stream of water chased along my temple, washing over one of my eyes. I flinched, trying to pull back because it was cold. My eyes stung at the contact.
“Stay still,” Luke said, more stern than I’d ever heard him. “If we don’t get the dust out of your eyes, it could hurt them permanently.”
I made a guttural groan and stilled, biting my tongue against the chill and the pain. I made fists, my nails digging into my palms. Big hands, Silas’s hands, found one of my fists and held strong to it.
Luke swept tender fingers across my eyes, brushing away the stinging. When one eye was clear, he tilted my head again, sweeping the other eye. 
The second eye was swept clean. He removed the water. “I’m going to tug on your eyelids, okay? One more second.”
He tugged gently at my left upper eyelid, pulling it out and down over my lower one. Natural tears formed. He held the water again to my face and it washed my eyes.
He did the same with the other eye. He pulled the water away again. “Open up, Sang.”
I blinked hard, forcing my eyes open. Sunlight blinded me for a minute. I blinked again, and Luke’s face hovered into view, with Silas right behind him. 
Luke’s brown eyes bore into mine. “Hang still one more second,” he said. He pulled apart my eyelids, when I really wanted to blink some more. First one, then the other, and stared at my eyes. He held a flashlight over them, gazing after me. “Okay. You look clean.”
“Can you get up?” Silas asked.
I nodded. Silas held on to my hand, his shirtless body flexing as he pulled me until I was sitting up. I was sitting next to my own house, just outside the garage. It surprised me that I wasn’t at Kota’s but then I wondered if there was a second short cut to that part of the woods that Nathan hadn’t shown me before. 
The first thing I grabbed for was the water hose. I yanked it toward my face, letting the liquid fill my mouth. I gagged on it, swished, and pulled away from Silas and Luke to spit at my side. I did it again, and again. When I thought I’d finally cleaned the last little bits out of my mouth, I’d find a new crevice with another trace of dust.
When I couldn’t taste any more wood in my mouth, I ran the hose over my face, sloshing away the water. The coolness ran over my body, over my exposed skin and the bra that still clung to my frame and even into the panties I wore. I didn’t know where my shorts were. I imagined they might still be in the sawdust pile, stuck forever.
The sound of a helicopter flying overhead pulled me away from my desperate attempt at self-cleaning. I looked up, watching it bear down at the woods, about where I imagined the sawdust pile was located.
I opened my mouth to speak, coughed. I picked up the hose again, swallowing some water. I pulled it away again. “What—”
“Don’t worry about that,” Luke said.
“That’s right,” a deep voice thundered from beyond where I could see with Silas and Luke hovering. “Don’t worry about that, because you’ve got a lot of other shit to worry about right now.”
Luke frowned, looking up in North’s direction. “Not now. She’s had enough.”
“Me, too,” he barked. 
I sat up more, getting onto my knees, choking back another groan. What now?
Luke stood up, turning around. “Leave her alone.” 
North stood further back, his intense eyes barreling down on me. “Fuck that. She’s going to fucking listen to me now.”
I dropped a foot down, using it to rise as steady as I could. Luke stood with me. I took the hose from his hands and aimed it at my neck, rinsing the clumps of wet dust from my body, not caring that I was standing in my underwear. I was free. I was alive. I’d do anything they wanted. I’d even listen to North.
“What the fuck do you think you were doing, Sang?” North pointed a fist at me. “I said don’t go, and you left. I said stop, you ran off. Not a word about where you were going.”
“I didn’t have time,” I said, my voice cracked. I shoved the hose at my face, swallowing some water.
“Didn’t have time, my ass. I told you to stop and you didn’t listen.”
“I had to leave,” I said in a voice calmer than I expected. My head rolled back, then tilted so I was gazing over at him while I continued to rinse off my stomach. “There was the call. I heard it. We left.”
“What call?”
“The hooting,” I said, I straightened, meeting his eyes. If he wanted me to be honest, here I was. Honest. “Emergency.”
Silas stepped between us. “This isn’t the time for this.”
“It’s fine, Silas,” I said to him, planting a gentle hand on his back. He turned to me. “It’s okay. I can talk.”
Silas seemed unsure, but shifted a half step back, keeping his eyes on me. A mixture of confusion and fear settling in.
“What the fuck do you mean emergency?” North growled. “That squealing pig noise?”
“The boys invented it,” I said. “Micah, Tom and Derrick.”
“How come we didn’t know about it?”
“It was designed so you would never know. They didn’t want the Academy cavalry barging in for the rescue for every little thing.”
“So they told you? And you didn’t tell us? Why?”
“Apparently they thought I could help,” I said, straightening my shoulders. I didn’t mean to sound so arrogant, but I couldn’t help the calm in my voice. I don’t know where the strength came from. “And I promised them I wouldn’t tell you.”
“What the hell made you think you could yank that blonde kid out of that hole? Why didn’t you call us when you saw what was happening? Why didn’t you tell us before you left that it was an emergency?”
“You would have made me stop and explain it. I didn’t have time.” I took a jagged step in his direction, tired of having to feel like I needed to shout for him to hear me. My voice box didn’t want to do that anymore. “I don’t know what the signal means every time. It just means they are lost or something. I knew when he kept doing it that it was bad. I didn’t have time to stop and explain it.”
“You should have told us about the call before.”
“They made me swear not to!”
“Why the fuck not?”
I motioned to the helicopter, still hovering over the woods. “So the Academy cavalry doesn’t come rushing in headfirst. What is that? Why is that helicopter here?”
North teetered toward me, one step closer. “That helicopter was coming to save your ass. Now it’s there pointing the way.”
“For what?”
“We’re taking apart that whole god damn death trap. Victor called in the last favor he had. We’ll make sure you can’t fall in again. I should tell him to forget it. I’m just going to lock you in a padded bubble so you can’t do something stupid like that again.”
“What do you mean favor?” I dropped the hose away from me, shoving my palms to my forehead. “And I don’t need to be in a stupid bubble!”
Silas knelt next to me, picking up his shirt I had tossed aside before. He held it out to me. “Sang, don’t get mad. He’s just ...”
“I know what he’s doing,” I said, taking his shirt from his hand. I didn’t mean to be so short with Silas, too, but North was getting to me. I found the shirt’s hems and slid it over my body. I stuffed my arms through the sleeves. The shirt covered me down to mid-thigh. “He’s planning exactly what he said. Sang’s useless. Sang’s helpless. Sang can’t take care of herself. Let’s lock her in a closet.”
North closed the distance between us now, pointing a long finger at my face. “Don’t give me that passive aggressive bullshit. You ran off without telling us where you were going and why. When you get there, you’re yanking that kid up and fall in after him.”
“I was fine!” I pointed a finger back at his face. “As I recall, we’d almost gotten him out until someone spooked us.”
North growled at me, his pointer finger almost touching my nose now. “You fucking almost died, Sang! We fished your damn body out.”
“If I hadn’t jumped in when I did, he would have!” I screeched out. Hot tears touched my eyes but I bit them back. From over North’s shoulders, I caught Gabriel and Nathan and Kota doing a half jog from down the road together. I flinched back to North. “And maybe Derrick, too.”
“You shouldn't have gone in.”
I drew my hand back, pushing the palms against my forehead. “And let them die? You would have gone in!”
“That’s different.” North’s eyes fired bullets at my face. 
I threw my hands up, my own guttural growl emerging. “Yes. I’m different from you. Because I’m useless. I’m a stupid girl or something. I don’t know how to help or do anything.”
“Don’t put fucking words in my mouth,” he snapped. He jabbed a finger in the air at me. 
“Oh yeah? What? You think I’m making this up? Go ahead,” I said, facing him full on, squaring my shoulders at him. “Call me on the emergency line.”
His face contorted. “What?”
“Call me. Find my app on your phone and push the red button so I know where you are.”
His lips moved but words didn’t come out. 
“You can’t, can you?” I said, hearing Kota and Nathan and Gabriel approaching but I couldn’t stop. I was too far. North wanted to see me angry? Here I was, in all the misery that I was when I became angry. A raging, sopping mess in Silas’s T-shirt. Was this what he wanted from me? “You can’t because I don’t have one. Sang doesn’t have an app because no one calls Sang in an emergency.”
“Maybe because you jump in headfirst without asking for help,” North bellowed.
“Maybe sometimes I have to jump in. I’m the only one there.”
“You don’t know what you’re doing.”
“I’m not stupid, North!” I flared, the end nearly choking as my voice got too high a pitch for my throat to handle.
“Stop yelling,” Kota barked from up the drive. 
“No, fuck that.” North’s eyes narrowed on Kota for a moment. “Fuck off. I’m talking to her.”
“I’m done talking.” I said. I was suddenly exhausted, and the tears behind my eyes threatened to sag down my cheeks. I didn’t want him to see me cry. Not now. I was too proud, and I was sure I was right.
I turned on him, heading toward the house.
“Don’t you walk away from me,” he said, the threat lingering in his voice.
“I’m going,” I called back, walking around Silas, and avoiding everyone else. I couldn’t stand to look at them. Silas’s face was almost pale, his eyes wide. It scared even me. What did he think of me now? Was it as bad as how North thought of me?
I took only a few more steps toward the garage when I sensed North powering over to me. Hands grabbed my arms, pulling me back toward his body. 
“Don’t you walk off like this,” he barked in my ear.
It wasn’t mean, he wasn’t hurting me, but it was aggressive and I was too angry in the moment to be forgiving. 
What happened next, I would never remember how I got the nerve and how I ever managed it. 
My hands shot up over my head, grabbing his ears. I yanked, bending forward. 
North sailed over me.
He landed on his back in a heap on the driveway. 
I gasped, stunned by what I just did.
“Holy shit,” Nathan uttered.
“Kota,” Gabriel whined. “Mommy and daddy are fighting again.”
North coughed, scrambling to get up. “Sang,” he breathed out, guttural and low.
I leapt away from him, marching toward the house.
“Don’t let her go, Silas,” he ordered.
I was halfway through the garage when I felt a large hand encircle my bicep.
“Aggele mou,” he uttered in a softer tone. “Don’t ...”
“Let go Silas,” I whispered, sliding my eyes back to meet his face, feeling the tears starting to fall from eyes and unable to stop them. “Please.”
Silas’s deep eyes darken. He frowned, and slipped his fingers from my arm.
“Silas! I said fucking hold her.”
I raced toward the house, dashed up the steps, slamming the door behind myself, and on them all.



DEAR AGONY
Upstairs, I entered my room and slammed the door behind myself there, too. I snapped the lock, knowing any of them could easily slip in if they wanted, but I needed to make a point. I was locking them out right now. I didn’t want them there.
I took a couple steps into my bedroom before I collapsed onto the carpet. On my knees, kowtowed in front of the wall. I sobbed into the fibers against my face. In my bowed position, I sought forgiveness from people who didn’t know I wanted it and I couldn’t control myself enough to ask yet. It was as if being in this position, making myself this uncomfortable, when it would have been easier to sit up and breathe, was what it would take to remove the wretched things I’d done.
I was probably dirtying the floor with bits of dust I would never be able to remove completely, but I couldn’t find the strength to pull myself out of the desolation. I choked. I cried. My chest felt as heavy as it had been suppressed inside that pile of dust. I’d yelled at North. I said stupid things. I could have died. Silas probably thought I was mad at him, too. Luke had appeared so scared. The others probably thought I was a monster. Did I even mean what I’d said? Maybe, but not the way I’d said it. North drew out the feelings I’d locked away. 
Didn’t he understand? Didn’t he know that I didn’t say things like that because I didn’t want him to hate me? I wanted to trust him. I wanted to trust all of them. I was trying so hard, but I didn’t know my place. It made it more difficult.
For years, I knew everything that was expected of me. I knew who I was supposed to be. Sang Sorenson, the girl with the dying mother who had to stay home in her room. Within that boundary, I commanded myself. I took care of myself. With them, I had no idea who I was any more. The role I’d had was stripped from me, and I was shoved into something new. 
It wasn’t just with them. It was the empty house I still clung to. It was all I had of my old life. It was discovering I had a stepmother, someone I hadn’t heard from since she went into the hospital. My sister, depressed and lost as I, I had disappointed her by not calling our dad like I was supposed to. 
My father hadn’t called me back. He had abandoned us.
I sobbed, my mouth opening with silent screams as I breathed out my pain. I’d become so accustomed to swallowing my voice if I ever cried in frustration with my parents. I’d always cried quietly so they wouldn’t hear me, wouldn’t come after me, wouldn’t punish me. Now, when I wanted to shout and could do so, my voice box refused that release. It had forgotten how to cry out loud.
I cried silently, painfully, against the pent up suppression in my chest, made heavier by a soggy, dirty shirt and the underlying itch of ghostly bits of dust in my throat. 
The sorrow was what I needed and didn’t understand at the same time. I missed them. I wanted them. I wanted to tell North I was sorry. I was too wild in my feelings, though, and didn’t want any of them to see me like this. I’d fallen apart. 
My mind flashed all the horrible things that had happened. My mother wasn’t my real mother. My father left us for a second family. My real mother was dead. My sister, half-sister, didn’t like me. All I had left were my friends, people who barely knew me, and I was messing up that relationship. I didn’t know what I was doing. I depended so much on them to tell me. I was scared to death one day they would disappear, that I would be truly alone.
When they first arrived, I thought they were everything I ever wanted. Now they were all I had left and needed. Their direction. Their attention. Their unyielding loyalty. Even when they didn’t have to, even when I resisted, they invaded every core bit of my life and gave me what I needed. They were always there, just like they promised.
Did I even deserve it? Who was I to them? I’d ignored their commands at times. I resisted trusting them. I didn’t mean to, but letting go of myself, when before I thought I took care of everything I needed. That was difficult to give up
I had tried, or thought I was trying, but I was only pretending. Why was I so afraid to let go like they wanted? How could they do that so easily? 
But they didn’t trust me either. North didn’t. Did the others? 
When my lungs were about to give in and wanted me to pass out from breath-screaming too heavily, I flopped over on my side. I tucked my knees into my chest, curled up on the floor. The cool air from the overhead vent swept over my cheek, chilling my tears to my face and to my eyes. I sniffled, breathing in deep. My breathing slowed. I stared off into oblivion against the wall.
I don’t know how long I was staring. I think I expected to be interrupted by someone so I was using up all the last bit of time left at regaining my energy. I’d been this mad before. I knew myself better. I’d said things I didn’t mean. A good cry and sweet despair to recover was what control I needed. I’d take a bath, slip into bed and drift into sleep if I could. If I could do that, I’d be better when I woke. It was how I worked. Cry, sleep, feel better in the morning. I’d face North again. I’d apologize. Just not right now.
I sat up on my knees and stared off at the wall again, as if it had taken everything I had inside me to get that far. My room looked different to me from the position. The bed was made, most likely by Kota that morning. The hand carved bookshelf, made by Silas and North, held a number of books the others had bought for me but now I never had time for. On top was the stereo, and the CD inside one Victor had put together from my favorite composers. There were sunglasses Gabriel had left behind, the arm band Silas had given me to wear to his football games. Nathan’s deodorant was on the shelf, too, along with a blue hair band that was Luke’s.
Out of habit, I felt at the cup of my bra, thinking of the phone, wanting to look at the photos I’d taken before.
I groaned, feeling stupid to assume it would still be there. My phone was gone forever in the sawdust pile, pink case and all.
I planted a foot on the carpet, rising slowly. My body wanted to flop back to the floor. I’d had my moment. I resisted. I’d fallen apart. I was done.
I fetched a clean tank top, underwear and shorts from the attic’s small wardrobe. I held them delicately between my fingers so sawdust wouldn’t get on them. I crossed my bedroom, opening the door.
I nearly tripped over Kota, sitting on the floor, with his back against the wall right outside my bedroom. 
I gasped in surprise, stopping short. My clothes fell from my hand to the floor by his leg. 
I should have known. 
Kota scooped up my clothes from the floor, standing. “Are you okay?” he asked in a gentle voice. 
I couldn’t look at his face. I focused on his chest instead, afraid to let him see the cold tears still in my eyes. I nodded, my mouth feeling glued to itself.
“Do you need anything?”
I shook in my head, noticing the green in his shirt, so much like his eyes.
He handed the clothes to me. 
I swallowed. This hurt too much. I couldn’t be so cold to him. I needed to stop myself before it was too late and they left me. 
I peeled my lips apart. “I’m going to go take a bath,” I said, “and be mad for a little bit more.” I took a step back, giving him some space. “Do you want to wait in my room?” It was the best I had in me as a peace offering.
He released a breath that I hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Yes.”
I caught a glimpse of his back as he slipped into my room, followed by the mussed hair on top of his head. It was so out of place on the always so calm and collected Kota.
I turned from him, breathing in the waft of spice that lingered. I dashed to the bathroom, afraid that I’d submit to my desire to go fall apart in his lap. If I did that, I knew I’d cry again and be stupid. I felt I’d done enough to them for one day.
I closed the bathroom door. I started up the water to lukewarm. When I slipped into the bath water, I heard the helicopter I’d ignored for a while finally disappearing into the distance.
Or maybe it was a motorcycle.



KOTA’S FEAR
Kota wasn’t in the bedroom when I entered. His shoes were tucked into the corner, his socks on top. I would have suspected he was downstairs until I saw the attic door sitting half open. The light was on inside.
I knelt in front of the attic door, sliding it open further and peered in. Kota’s legs dangled from the edge of the bean bag chair at the other end.
I crawled forward, closing the attic door behind me. The carpet against my knees felt soothing, fresh and soft.
“Kota?” I called to him when I got close.
He leaned forward in the bean bag chair, propping his elbows on his knees. “You know, I haven’t been back here since they redid this space.” A half smile played at the corner of his mouth. “I thought when your parents left that you wouldn’t care to use it again. You don’t really have a reason to hide.”
“I like it,” I said quietly, unsure how to approach him. I’d been so angry before that now I felt out of place. I was embarrassed that he had seen me act so out of control with North.
He held out his hand to me, beckoning. I sighed softly with relief, eager to seek out the comfort I’d been denying myself but Kota had been waiting to give.
I crawled up. He tucked his arms around my waist. He positioned me next to him, pulling my legs over his so I was half in his lap. He kept an arm around my back. He dropped a palm on my knee. “I think I like it, too. I might just get Luke to redo my closet like this.”
I hid my threatening smile with a couple of fingers over my mouth. “I’m sorry,” I said, unsure how to begin and not wanting to simply forget everything that just happened.
A soft brown eyebrow lifted. “For what?”
“For yelling at North. For flipping him over like that.”
His smile softened. “Shouldn’t you be telling him that?”
“I don’t know if I can.”
He sighed, picking his hand up off of my knee and wrapping it around my back. He pulled me in until he was hugging me close. My hands fell onto his chest. My face buried into his shirt. I inhaled the sweet spice. How I’d worried of never smelling that again.
“Are you still mad?” he whispered.
“I don’t want to be.” In truth, I didn’t, but my heart was cold right now. Kota was a comfort, but I couldn’t get over how pained North had sounded.
Don’t you walk away from me.
I didn’t realize it at the time because I was so angry. Now when I replayed the line in my head, all I heard was him begging. He had needed me, and I walked off. I simply didn’t understand why he was trying to draw me back. Wasn’t yelling bad? I felt horrible doing it.
“Sang,” Kota said against my hair. He squeezed me once. “I can’t believe I almost lost you twice this week.”
“Twice?”
He sighed. “McCoy was dragging you off. I don’t know where or why. Then today, by the time I got there, you were already inside that hill. Victor found your hand, said you were hanging on to him, but when we pulled you out, you weren’t breathing.” The tip of his nose rubbed against my forehead, similar to how he rubbed his nose against mine. “Sometimes it feels like we’re rescuing you more than we actually spend time like this together.”
“Regret you met me yet?”
“Not in the least.”
I smiled against his chest.
He pulled his head back. “Sang?”
I pushed against his chest a little for leverage and sat up until I could meet his green eyes. “Yes?”
“Did you mean it?”
I blinked, unsure. “What?”
“You know I don’t think you’re stupid, right?”
I sighed. “Maybe you don’t, but there’s times when I wonder if you don’t trust me. A little. Sometimes.”
He pursed his lips. “Why?”
I sat back against the bean bag chair. “Like when I find out you wired me.”
“I thought Victor told you about the cameras?”
“You didn’t tell me about my phone.”
He frowned. “It’s not on all the time.”
“How often is ‘not all the time’, Kota?”
“We all have it, Sang. It isn’t just you.”
“That’s not the point.”
“What is the point?”
I parted my lips, wanting to tell him how unusual it was. He didn’t trust me to tell him things. I stopped short, closing my lips. Didn’t I just prove to them that I couldn’t? I didn’t tell them about a signal. It seemed so small before. I didn’t imagine what kind of emergency could happen that just I could solve. I had romanticized my own abilities. I wondered why I kept it a secret at all. “I don’t know what I’m doing any more,” I finally said.
Kota flinched, a pained expression contorting his face. “Sweetheart, don’t say that.”
I sniffed, unable to stop myself from pouting. “I don’t know where I belong. Things happen, like the phone being turned off, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to react to it. I get told to not worry about McCoy but all I can think about at school is if maybe he’s around the corner.”
Kota sat up sharply. He pressed a palm to my cheek. “I said you don’t have to worry about that.”
“But you won’t tell me why.”
His eyes darkened. “I can’t tell you why.”
I nodded, glancing down. “I know I promised not to ask about Academy things. Not knowing is harder. If I don’t know where he is, I don’t know how to relax.”
“Trust us,” he breathed through his teeth. “Sang, you have to learn. Can’t you believe me?”
“Like you trust me?” I asked. My eyes lifted, slow, until I was gazing back into his green eyes. “With a recording device in my phone? With cameras in my house?”
“That’s not about trust. That’s about protecting you.”
“There’s no one left to protect me from,” I said. “My parents are gone.”
“One day they might come back. And your phone isn’t to listen in on you. It’s to help us find where you are if someone, like McCoy, takes your phone. It’s for anyone who might get to you without us being there.”
I bit my lip. “It just feels like I’m moving along with you and the others without understanding at all. I go where I’m told, do what I’m asked. I’m doing things with your group, but I’m not part of it.”
“You are with us,” Kota said. He leaned over, his face hovering inches from mine. “Sang, you’re part of us. I know it takes time ...”
“How can I feel part of this if you can’t trust me enough to tell me things. Like where McCoy is? And that you can listen to me on my phone?”
His lips moved as if he wanted to say something, but the words weren’t forming. His eyes slid around mine, from one to the other, before lowering slowly until he was gazing at my mouth. His fingertips slipped across my cheek, and he tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “It’s time. It’s all I can say. Trust is time. Maybe we are working on it with you, but you’ve got to tell us things, too. Like secret emergency signals.”
“I couldn’t,” I said. “I swore to them I wouldn’t.”
“Are you with us or them?” he asked.
I flinched, backing my head away. “What?”
He collected my hands, holding them between us. “Sang, we’re a family. This is a choice. Derrick had the opportunity to join us but he wanted out. He didn’t want this. I know this might be confusing, but this is different. We’re different. Do you want to be with us?”
“Of course. Yes. I do.”
His hands squeezed mine. “You’ll see, Sang. Trust me. Trust us. What you’re wanting to feel, it’ll happen. But you have to decide where your loyalties are. If you’re with us, you have to be there all the time.”
I swallowed. “I was trying to keep their secret. I thought they wanted to be friends.”
“I respect that. I understand why you did it. It’s okay to have other friends, but because of who we are, because of what we do, we have to keep ourselves apart. We can be friendly. We can play basketball with Derrick or hang out with who we want. What we can’t do is keep secrets from each other.”
My fingers twitched as I wanted to move them to my mouth but I couldn’t because he was holding on too tightly. “But you keep secrets from me.”
He frowned. “I know.” He sighed, backing away. He let go of my hands, dropping his into his lap.
I clasped my hands together, drawing them to my chest. “Maybe ... maybe I should join.”
His eyes went wide. “What?”
“The Academy. Maybe I should sign up for that. Or apply. Or interview. However you do it.”
He shook his head. “You can’t, Sang.”
“Why?”
“I don’t think you should.”
I swallowed, unsure how to take this. He seemed so sure of his decision. “Shouldn’t I decide that?”
His lips parted, but closed again quickly. He frowned and his eyes did that calculating thing they did. “Sang, you don’t know what you’re asking.”
“You joined. Why can’t I?”
“It’s complicated.”
I settled further into the bean bag chair, drawing my legs from his lap to tuck into myself. “Is it because you couldn’t keep a girlfriend if I joined?”
He blinked at me. His hand slipped over until his fingers wrapped around my forearm. “What are you talking about?”
“Mr. Blackbourne said if a girl joins an all boy group, it means it makes it harder for the team to keep girlfriends because you have to spend so much time with the girl in the group and you can’t explain what you’re doing or why.”
Kota’s face tinted. “Sang, that’s not the reason I said I didn’t want you to join.”
“I don’t understand.”
He squeezed my forearm. His fingers slipped down, collecting my palm. “I don’t want you to join because it’s dangerous. Especially our group. Like the school fights. And dealing with McCoy.”
“I do that now.”
“You don’t have to,” he said. He squeezed my hand. “I don’t want you to. The school is just what we’re doing right now. We’ve got other assignments, and when we’re done at Ashley Waters, we’ll have another job.”
“Another school?”
His smile returned. “Probably not. I think one year is enough.”
I bit my lip. His words iced me. “Then next year I’ll be alone.”
He stiffened next to me. His hand grasped mine tighter. “What are you talking about? You won’t be alone.”
“But I will,” I said. “I’ll be at Ashley Waters. You’ll be gone and so will the others.”
“But there’s time in the evening after school. And weekends.”
“You mean when people are working at the diner? Or busy with Academy jobs?”
His lips pursed. “I’m right next door. I’m right up the road.”
“Sometimes,” I said. “That’s what I mean though, Kota. You keep saying I’m with you guys.”
“You are, though.”
“Not fully. Not until I join the Academy.”
Kota frowned. “You can’t join, Sang.”
I let go of him to prop myself up on my elbow. “I know it’s dangerous but Mr. Blackbourne was saying there was a chance. A small one. If he thinks I could, doesn’t that say something? I can keep up. Victor and Nathan said ...”
He sighed, falling onto his back, gazing up at the metal rose sconces above our heads.. “You can’t join.”
I dropped a hand on his chest. I hovered over him. “Why do you keep saying that? Why not?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“Who can?”
His eyes narrowed at me. “What makes you think anyone else can?”
“Mr. Blackbourne talks to me.” My eyes widened with realization. “Is that it? You can’t tell me? Because you’re not allowed?”
“No, Sang. That’s not it.”
“Why? Besides it being dangerous. I mean if it’s because of the girlfriend thing ... I don’t know. Mr. Blackbourne said something about figuring that part out.”
Kota released a heavy breath. “That’s not what I’m talking about at all.”
I scrambled up onto my knees, half swaying. My tiredness was getting to me, but I was too enthralled now. “Why not?” I asked, my hands out and open. “You want me with your group. If I can get in, I’ll finally know what’s going on. When I do, maybe I won’t feel so ... I don’t know. I want to feel like you said, that I’m part of this. I don’t know if I can if I don’t know all these secrets. I want to help. I want to be part of this family thing you keep talking about but how can I if I don’t know—”
Kota grunted, cutting me off. His hands clutched at the edge of the chair. “That’s not how it works. You’ve got it all wrong.”
I sat back on my heels. A finger fluttered up to my lip. “What do you mean?”
He sighed heavily. He turned, sitting cross-legged on top of the chair. He held his arms out to me. “Come here.”
His arms encircled my waist and he pulled me into his lap. My cheek fell against his chest. His jaw nestled against the top of my head. His strong arms wrapped around me, closing in over my side and my back.
“Sang,” he whispered, his breath catching in my hair. “Girls don’t join the Academy often because it’s dangerous. If you thought it was dangerous for us, it’s even more dangerous for someone like you.”
“How?”
His nose pressed to the top of my forehead. “It’s too easy to fall into the role as bait. If a beautiful girl like you joins our team, we’ll get asked to let you become a target. We’ll have to stand back and watch as people like McCoy get too close.”
My breath lingered on escaping me completely. The compliment he said so casually was buried so deeply in what he was saying, that it seemed like an obvious remark when it was simply remarkable. “They would ask me that?”
“You can tell them no,” he said. “You could, but you probably won’t. They’ll give you a reason. They’ll tell you that you’re stopping a bad guy from doing it to other girls.”
“That’s a good reason,” I said. “I could do that.”
“I know. And you’re too good and brave and reckless that you’d agree to do it without a second thought. If they came at you with an offer and I wasn’t there, you’d say you’ll do it and I wouldn’t know until it was too late. You'd talk yourself into it.”
From what he’d told me, from what Mr. Blackbourne and the others revealed to me, there was something on the edge of my tongue that I wanted to ask but was unsure how to approach. The Academy, at first, appeared to be a private school for a select group of teenagers. Now it seemed so much more than that. Should I know this part? “Is it wrong to want to, anyway? What if I make sure you’re always around?”
“I can’t promise that. I don’t really want you to join, anyway.”
“I know it’s dangerous. I can say no to certain things they want me to do, though. You said so. And once I join and you can tell me everything, maybe I won’t feel so confused ...”
He released me, pushing a finger to his eyebrow and smoothing it out. “That’s not how it works.”
“What do you mean? Why not?”
He sighed, his eyes lifted, meeting mine. “What’s the first rule of the Academy? Do you know it? Has anyone told you yet?”
I recalled Mr. Blackbourne’s words. “Trust your family.”
He nodded. “Why do you think we could tell you the first rule without you actually being in the Academy?”
I blinked at him. “I don’t know.”
“Sang, you can’t depend on joining the Academy to be the answer to what you want, because you can’t join the Academy until you do exactly that. You can’t join until you trust us.”
My lips parted at this revelation. My breath escaped me. It was what I couldn’t imagine. How was it possible to trust someone when they can’t trust you with their deep secrets? I was so sure this was the answer. “Isn’t there any way ...”
“No,” he said. He frowned softly. “They’ll test you, Sang. They’ll know if you try to fake it. We’ll know, and we can’t lie. Besides, it’s the wrong reason to join.” His hand found mine again, he squeezed it. “And I still don’t want you to.”
“Kota ...”
He tugged at my hand, drawing back my attention. His eyes bore down on me as commanding as his voice now. “And it isn’t because I’m thinking about girlfriends or whatever Mr. Blackbourne told you. The Academy doesn’t want a girl in all male groups because outside relationships become strained. That’s not really a problem for me.”
His surety wrestled my breath away. “What do you mean?”
A half smile played on the corner of his mouth. He drew himself up, nudging me until my back was against the bean bag chair. He hovered over me, his face close, his nose a breath away from mine. “Because the only girl I’m interested in knows too much for her own good and wants in.”
Before I could respond, his nose dropped down on top of mine. He nudged it in that gentle way. I sensed his lips hovering over mine. My heart pounded, sure he’d kiss me. I waited.
Only he didn’t. He did something unexpected and better.
His nose traced over the side of my nose, across my cheek. Hovering right there. So close. Where his nose trailed, my heart followed, swallowing me up in a wave of feelings I never knew before.
His nose tucked around the crest of my ear. “Sang,” he whispered. His hand sought out mine, holding the palm.
“Kota,” I breathed out. I squeezed his hand back.
“Please don’t try,” he begged. His nose slipped behind my ear, trailing down to the soft flesh at my neck. “Don’t look to join the Academy.”
“Why?”
His breath fell against my neck as he hovered. “I can’t lose you again, Sang.” He tugged my hand, drawing it around his neck. My other arm slipped up, until I was hugging him. His nose traced along my jawline. “You’re too close now. I don’t want you nearby when there’s a fight at school, or making deals with Hendricks, or anything else we have to do.”
“You’re afraid?”
He sucked in a breath, drawing himself back. “You’re not?”
I shook my head slowly. “No.”
He frowned, dropping his head against the corner at my neck and shoulder. His nose trailed against my skin. “Then I have to be. Someone has to. So yes, I am scared. With you, I’m on the edge of my seat all the time. I don’t want you hurt. I don’t want you to die, like you almost did today.”
My head tilted back, my skin tingling against the touch of his nose along my neck. The words passed from my lips before I realized my full meaning. “But I didn’t die. Because of you. You were there.”
“What happens next time? What happens when I’m not?”
“We can’t worry about things that might happen.”
He drew up and shifted until he was on his side next to me. He collected my hand, pulling it toward his face. “If you are in the Academy, there’s always something dangerous that needs to be done. If you stay out ...”
“Things could happen all the time,” I said. “They happen now and I’m not in it at all.”
His lips tightened. “I know. I’m trying.”
“You can’t lock me in a closet, Kota.”
His eyes flashed at me. “How can you say that?”
I sighed. “My mother told me for years I shouldn’t go outside or leave my room because she was afraid of all those bad things out there. She believed the only place that you can be safe was to lock yourself away from everything and everyone. Maybe she had different reasons for doing so than she told me, but I spent a lifetime resisting the idea." I pulled my hand from his, pushing my fingers across his cheek, realizing then that I’d never done that before. I’d never touched them the way they did me. The sensation was unreal. “But there you were the first time you met me, walking with me in the rain, and proving her wrong. I don’t have to be afraid. You’re right. North is right. I need to trust you more. I’ll work on it. I’m fighting against years of habit of fending for myself and everything she told me that could happen to me. I’m sorry about that. But if you’re afraid for me, if you’re trying to keep me safe, how long will it be before you’re so scared that I’m tied up in your closet?”
“I wouldn’t do that to you,” he seethed. He pushed his palm against mine at his cheek. “Sang, I’ll never.”
“I know,” I said. “You won’t hurt me, but how far are you going to go to keep me safe? When is it ever enough? Are you going to destroy every sawdust pile we come across? Are you going to prevent me from talking to any principal or teacher ever again?”
“It doesn’t have to be like that,” he said. He shifted my hand until the tip of my forefinger touched his lower lip. “I don’t mean to hide you. I just want to stop ...”
“Everything?” I asked.
He slid my finger tip across his lip. “I won’t keep you from everything. I’ll look out for you, but I can’t be everywhere. There’s a difference between trouble finding you and you diving head in after it. If it takes me admitting to being afraid to let you into the Academy, and if I have to vote you out if you tried, I will. If that’s what it takes, Sang, I’ll keep you safe and I’ll be scared for both of us, so you won’t have to feel that way ever again.”
“Kota,” I breathed out, unsure of how to respond. He seemed so convinced, so sure that this was the right move. I still wasn’t sure, but not trusting his answer also meant I didn’t trust him, and not trusting meant no Academy anyway.
One day, I thought, I’d change his mind.
It wouldn’t happen tonight. I had to show him he didn’t have to be afraid for me.
Until then, I had to figure out how to get myself to trust them.



WHAT A GIRL CAN DO
I sensed Kota leaving the bed sometime in the middle of the night. I was so out of it I fell asleep before I had a chance to ask where he was going. It didn’t matter. I knew the name of the source that called to him, but I probably would never know the details. Academy business.
Before the sun came up, I was awake. My eyes hurt. My throat felt scratchy. The ghost of thousands of tiny dust particles felt stuck to crevices I never realized I had.
My heart remained heavy, throbbing, shaking and unrelenting. Every thud it pounded against my rib cage was a reminder of what I’d done to North. How could I have let him go all night without apologizing? Last night, it seemed like the only solution. I didn’t want to say another stupid thing.
As I gazed through half open eyes toward the wall, I thought of the things I would tell him when I saw him next. I had to apologize to him for hurting him. Again. Why was I always hurting him?
The air shifted. Part of me thought it was Kota returning so I didn’t move.
The scent of spring soap drifting my way shocked me awake enough that I dragged myself up to kneel on the bed, spinning around.
In the low light of the early morning haze, Mr. Blackbourne stood a few feet from my bed. The gray coat and red tie suited to his frame. His eyes sparked with interest. “Miss Sorenson.”
I swallowed to find my voice. “Mr. Blackbourne.”
“Did you hear me coming? I thought I was pretty quiet.”
He had been quiet, but they were all pretty noiseless when they wanted to be. I shook my head. “The air shift,” I said.
His eyebrow rose. “What do you mean?”
“When you open the door, the air shifts. I felt it.”
The millimeter smile broke his otherwise solemn face. “Remarkable.”
“I’m just glad you’re not Gabriel with another water gun.”
He pursed his lips and touched the bridge of his glasses. “I thought you and I might take a drive this morning.”
I blinked, tilting my head at him. “A drive?”
“We need to talk.”
My heart thundered. It wasn’t something he could discuss here?
“Meet me outside, will you?” He turned away from me, heading back toward the door. I listened this time for his footsteps but heard nothing. He was as silent as Luke.
I popped out of bed, scrambling to follow. Mr. Blackbourne was in my room. What could he possibly want with me? Did he know about yesterday? Was he going to reprimand me for how I had behaved in front of the others? Or tell me off for keeping such a stupid secret about the signal?
I found a pleated full skirt and a soft pink blouse to wear. I did my hair in a twist, leaving the two locks hanging at my cheeks. I strapped on a pair of sandals. I glanced around for a phone before realizing I didn’t have one.
Outside, Mr. Blackbourne stood by a gray BMW. It was then I realized Victor and he had similar cars. Mr. Blackbourne’s was a shade darker, a deeper gray than Victor’s, which was more a dark silver.
Mr. Blackbourne nodded in my direction, moving around his car to open the front side passenger door. “No need to jump across the hood this time,” he said.
My lips parted, eyes wide. Was that a joke? Did he just make a joke with me?
The gleam in his eyes and the millimeter smile told me it was. I smiled in return, too stunned to find something to say.
I slipped into his car, smelling his soap in the air and the new car leather. I put my seatbelt on before he had a chance to get in on his side and sit down.
He started the car, pulling out of the drive. From that point, my heart was in my throat. I’d never been in a car with Mr. Blackbourne before. I didn’t know where I was going. Kota didn’t know I was leaving, did he?
But I had gotten into the car, didn’t I? I hadn’t asked where we were going. While I wondered where, I didn’t feel I needed to know. Mr. Blackbourne wouldn’t hurt me. So I was trusting them, right?
He didn’t speak while he was driving, keeping his eyes on the road. Nervous about the proximity we shared, but with my tongue feeling glued to the top of my mouth, I gazed out the window.
The roads were clear for dawn on a Sunday morning. He took the highway a good distance before turning onto a road with a sign that advertised a park. He wound his way through a road that soon turned from concrete to gravel, and from gravel to dust.
He stopped short of a playground nestled at the top of a hill. At the bottom of the hill was a wide lake. There was an area cut off and noted for swimming, along with a high platform for diving.
He turned off the engine. “Walk with me, won’t you?” he said, while at the same time releasing his seatbelt.
Before I managed to undo my own seatbelt, he was at my door. He opened it for me, putting a hand out in front of my face. My breath caught, unsure for only a split second. I reached for his hand, dropping my palm in his.
He wrapped his perfect, smooth fingers around my hand, tugging gently to help me out. I stepped back and he closed the door. He released my hand and started walking toward the lake, pausing only briefly to look back at me. I was expected to follow.
I started walking behind him but he paused again, looking back at me. “Do you walk behind the boys when you’re at school?” he asked quietly, curious.
“Sometimes I suppose.”
He frowned softly. “Remind me to talk to them.”
“It’s not their fault,” I said, surprised. I stepped quickly to walk beside him instead. “I guess when the hallways are crowded, or when I’m nervous ...”
“You’re not to walk behind them,” Mr. Blackbourne said in that quiet command. “Ever. You’re not inferior to them. You don’t mean less than them.”
“I think it was more I felt more comfortable like that.”
The corner of his mouth dipped. “I know you’re shy and a little low in self-confidence, but that’s no excuse for the guys to forget their place, and it is certainly not in front of you.”
I swallowed, my heart in my throat. I felt like I just got the guys in trouble and I had no idea why or the meaning of it.
We approached the lake, finding a dock. The water sloshed along the gentle slope at the bank. Mr. Blackbourne tucked his hand into my elbow to assist me up the steps as if worried I’d fall. He let go again when we were on top. I followed him to the very end, where our view of the lake was unchallenged. 
The morning light sparked up the top of the lightly ruffled water, dazzling my eyes and distracting me from his face.
We stood quietly together. The wind swept gently around me. It was a salty breeze, reminding me of Silas’s ocean scent. My lungs filled up, reveling in the contrast to yesterday when I couldn’t breathe beneath the sawdust pile, and again when I had been swallowed up in sorrow about being so angry with North.
“I used to come here with my mother when I was little,” he said, his voice a couple of notches softer than his usual commanding tone. “I learned to swim in this lake.”
“It’s a nice lake.”
He pursed his lips and nodded. “It was a safe place for me. It was one of the few places my father refused to come with us.” I broke my gaze away from the lake to seek him out, but he was fixated by the sparkling water as he continued and didn’t meet my eyes. “So I asked her every day if we could go swimming. I had ideas that if I could keep her here long enough, she’d see how much better life could be without him. She didn’t have to live with his pain or his lies.” He paused, his eyes narrowing to some point out into the sky. “I never said out loud that was what I wanted for her. I thought doing nice things around her, like remembering her birthday and wishing her good night would one day make her see. And when my father’s anger finally killed her, I’ve since regretted never telling her exactly what I wished.”
Words caught in my throat. The sudden revelation about his family shattered every imaginary thought I’d had about the perfect life he must have.
“We’re all broken, Miss Sorenson,” he said. His head tilted toward me, his gray eyes, gleaming, fixed on mine. “Every single one of us in our group, our family. Maybe they haven’t told you why yet, or how, but that’s who we are. Our group is different, because we’re all from broken families.”
Kota had hinted at this before, I didn’t imagine the extent and that it included Mr. Blackbourne. “All of them?”
“All of us,” he said. “It is what our family is built on. So when I realized you were with Kota and the others, I knew why. They saw this broken little girl, just as lonely and just as desperate as they had been, and when you seemed willing to play along, they knew exactly what to do. Well, they knew what they wanted to do for you. What they didn’t realize is how different they would become when you joined us.”
“But you knew,” I said in a small voice.
The corner of his mouth lifted. “We never had a girl before. They weren’t prepared.”
I blushed. A finger betrayed me, fluttering up to my lip to pinch it to my teeth. 
“Unfortunately I believe that’s our problem now. The boys don’t know how to respond to you.” The smile lifted higher. “I don’t think I was prepared for you, either.”
“What do you mean?”
He turned his head, removing his glasses. Without them, his face was softer, the perfect angles beautiful. He bent forward, as he leaned close to me, his face inches from mine. His gray eyes sought out mine again, now uncontested and breathtaking. “In the past few weeks, I’ve seen this little girl take on an entire school where the boys won’t leave her alone, a principal and a vice principal are hell-bent on taking her down with us, withstand hours of torture from her own mother, and a host of other problems crashing around her, only to bravely turn around and willingly want to face off again for the most unselfish reasons.” The smile filled in fully, something I wasn’t expecting and enough to get my heart racing. “You’re the strongest little beautiful creature I’ve ever met.”
The finger at my mouth pinched harder until I felt the bite at my teeth. I released it, shoving my shaking hand behind my back. “I don’t ... I ...”
“But now we’ve got a new job to do. If you’re still interested in sticking with us ...”
“I am,” I said, convinced, but blinked back when I realized I’d just interrupted Mr. Blackbourne. 
He nodded, the gray eyes confirming. “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask for your patience, and for your help.”
“What’s the problem?”
He opened his glasses again, putting them back on his face. He looked out at the lake again. “This isn’t going to be easy. The boys are having problems adjusting to you because you’re a girl.”
“I didn’t imagine they would dislike a girl.”
“They don’t dislike girls. The problem is they’re treating you like one.”
I couldn’t stop the half smile on my own face. “You’re worried about them treating me like a girl?”
“Like you’re incapable of making your own decisions,” he said. “Of not trusting your instincts. Or becoming jealous. Or wanting to babysit you. Or a host of other complications they enforce and don’t realize they do. It’s hard enough to work with you when you’re new to our group. It is understandable that you would hesitate to trust us at first. You’re finding your place and testing us. I know all that. It’s inexcusable that they’re unwilling to listen and trust you. I have tried to teach them better.”
My heart leapt at hearing his words. I knew it. I’d known it with North and the others. They weren’t trusting me. Of all the boys in the group, I never imagined Mr. Blackbourne being the one to understand me so well. “I thought perhaps if I joined the Academy, maybe that would help us both.”
He shook his head. “You couldn’t join us unless they trusted you, and you trusted them.”
I frowned. “Kota mentioned that.”
His eyebrow shifted on his head. “He’d told me he didn’t want you to join.”
“He said that, too.”
“Do you not want to now?”
I bit my lip, unsure. I had thought I wanted it, but maybe Kota was right, maybe I was interested for the wrong reason. My desire to become part of them, to really feel accepted, wasn’t going to happen in the way I thought. I realized I didn’t know enough about the Academy to make an informed decision. “I thought I did. I think I still do. Maybe I don’t know enough about it yet. I think I want to because you and the others are on the inside. I feel too out of the loop.”
He chopped his hand sideways through the air, as if cutting this off. “We’ve got time to worry about your Academy eligibility later. Before we can even approach that topic, we need to pull ourselves together.”
“What do I do?” I asked, desiring the answers. Mr. Blackbourne understood me. It was all I needed to know. Someone I could trust to talk to me, to tell me the answers.
“One at a time,” he said. He held up a single finger. “Move forward with us. Work with us at the school. Take the guys on one at a time, if you can.”
“How?”
“Listen to them,” he said. “You’ve got a natural instinct to how people feel, and what they’re saying without them telling you out loud. You’re also very clever. You know things they don’t, things I can’t teach them. You’re going to have to show them exactly what a girl can do.”
“What do you mean?”
His millimeter smile returned. “Like tumbling off of a balcony and walking away from it. Like when you sail across the top of a car hood and land feet first only to target and fire like a pro without any training. Like showing them they can’t boss you around by flipping one of them over. You’ve got a remarkable instinct in you.”
I blushed, disbelieving he’d bring all those things up. He had heard about North. “What if I don’t know what to do?”
“You can talk to me at any time,” he said. “Call me or send me a message. I’ll come find you. Every time. I promise.”
I nodded. “I’m sorry for not calling you sooner.”
He pursed his lips, his eyes unyielding. “I know why you hesitate. It was for the same reason I had for not telling my mother I wanted us to leave my father and never return. I thought I might push her away and she wouldn’t care about me anymore. Don’t wait. You don’t have to be afraid of bothering me or letting me know when the guys are doing something overwhelming. I’ll help you. We’ll get this family back together. When that happens, we’ll see about what to do after. Family first. Academy second.”
I nodded. “Just tell me what to do.”
He tilted his head toward the shore. He walked slowly up along the dock with his hands in his pockets. “North took things pretty hard yesterday. He blames himself for it all.”
I blushed. “I made it worse when I ... when I flipped him.”
“You did the right thing,” he said. “You showed him that he can’t bully you into trusting him. It’s what he’s been needing. And to be honest, I’m glad you did it in front of the others. They’ll know better than to try.”
“I might have hurt him.” 
His millimeter smile returned. “The day you actually physically hurt one of my boys, I want to hear about it. I’ll reprimand them for being caught off guard by a pretty face.”
My mouth popped open. Did he just ...
“But North has been on a rampage since you won’t talk to him.”
I flinched. “What’s going on?”
“He dismantled that Jeep of his. Last I heard, he was starting on the truck. The Jeep is unsightly, but we do kind of need that truck. I don’t really have the time to go get another one outfitted.”
The Academy used North’s truck? “If he’s angry with me, shouldn’t I avoid him until he calms down?”
“You do calm him down. Or you can if you talk to him.”
“Last time I did, I ended up arguing with him.”
Mr. Blackbourne stopped a few feet short of his sedan. He turned to me, gazing down at my face. “Yes. You had the right idea. You need to continue to argue back.”
“Isn’t that ... not nice?”
“No. Listen to what he has to say and if you disagree, speak up and say so. He’ll listen. Sometimes you have to say it louder but he’ll hear you out. The way North shows how he cares about you is by telling you, sometimes louder than he means to.”
“He yells because he cares?”
“He yells to show he cares about you.”
“What if he doesn’t care?”
“He won’t talk to you.”
I remembered Luke telling me about North, about how a long time ago, when Luke and North first met, that North refused to talk to anyone. Luke thought he was deaf and learned sign language just to try to communicate with him. Luke, too, didn’t like it when I had teased him once that I wouldn’t talk to him. “So I messed up when I tried to walk off. He thought it meant I didn’t care about him.”
“Don’t let him getting loud or angry upset you, or try not to. I know it might not be easy. You’re very sweet, but sweet doesn’t have to be quiet and meek. If you need to walk away because it is too much, tell him that. Tell him you’re not leaving him, but you’re too upset to talk to him any more right now and you’ll talk to him later. Just don’t tell him you won’t talk to him anymore. He hates that.”
My face heated, realizing my mistake. “I’d told him I was done talking.”
“Which is why I’m down two vehicles and a pair of brothers. Luke can’t leave the premises because he’s worried North will run out of vehicles and might go find a car that doesn’t belong to him to dismantle.”
I nodded, steeling myself for what I had to do. I had to swallow the pride back. North needed me. I wasn’t going to let him think I’d abandoned him anymore. “Can you take me to him?”



NORTH REPAIR
The Taylor property was far beyond what I’d envisioned, and the moment I laid eyes on it, I couldn’t have imagined what I thought otherwise, because it was exactly what it should be.
A run down Victorian house sat to the right of a large clearing, with a large forest surrounding it. On the left were a couple of trailers. One looked completely run down. The other looked nearly new, with a few repaired places where paint had been reapplied. The house looked in severe disrepair, with broken windows along one edge, covered up with boards. 
“Outside of running a diner, Mr. Taylor also repairs old homes and sells them for a profit.” Mr. Blackbourne slowed his car as we approached. “Although he’s been hanging on to this one for a while. Luke and Mr. Taylor have moved in, but North still lives in one of the trailers. I think he prefers the privacy.”
There was a large, four car garage in the back. One of the garage doors had been rolled open. Parts were strewn out into the gravel drive in front of it. The Jeep sat outside the garage, the hood up, the inside gutted. The truck was inside the open garage. I couldn’t see North.
Mr. Blackbourne parked by the house. “I should let you go alone. If I come with you, he probably wouldn’t understand. He might think I’m making you say you’re sorry so he’ll get back to work.”
“That’s not what you’re doing?” I asked, the quip escaping my lips before I could stop myself. “Sorry, I didn’t mean ...”
“You’re not sorry,” he said. There was a twitch at the corner of his mouth like the smile was going to return but he stopped himself. “But no, I’m not. Just remember, we’re a family. Family first.”
I nodded. I hoped North remembered that. 
“I’ll be inside with Luke. We’ll be watching. If you need to escape, head to the house.”
“I’ll try not to.”
This time the millimeter smile stayed. “I wouldn’t expect any less from you.”
I stood outside of the car, facing off the garage. I hesitated. I didn’t see North and I wasn’t sure about approaching him when he was angry. I tried to tell myself I’d say I’m sorry, but would it help?
A gentle hand found my shoulder. I turned to find Mr. Blackbourne’s lean, smooth fingers touching me, showing support. He said nothing to me, only nodded. He released me, walking off.
I’m here.
Mr. Blackbourne knew what I needed.
I stepped quietly around the parts strewn out into the gravel. The parts, while I wasn’t familiar with car parts in general, didn’t just look removed, they appeared dented. Did he throw them out of the garage?
A hammering of metal against metal sounded, snapping my attention to the truck. I finally found North on his back underneath the front section of the truck. His legs protruded out from underneath. Brown sawdust was still ingrained into the material of his black jeans. 
A tall bottle of whiskey sat next to his legs, a quarter of the liquid drained. He drinks? I thought he hated drinking. 
North started hammering the underside of his truck again, so I stopped trying to tiptoe. The garage was bigger than I thought from the outside. There was a minivan, a large cargo van and an older model sedan in the back that I hadn’t seen him drive yet, all black. The SUV was missing.
I scooted close to where North’s legs were hanging out. I thought of calling his name, but when he didn’t stop hammering at his truck, I grew frustrated. I could have cut a foot off, he wasn’t paying attention. So much for being an ever vigilant Academy guy. 
I snapped up the bottle of whiskey, examining the black label. My parents didn’t drink. I only recognized the Johnnie Walker label because I’d once seen it in a movie. I sniffed the top, inhaling the strength of the alcohol inside. Pungent. I wasn’t sure why people even started drinking. 
North stopped hammering. A grease covered hand appeared, reaching blindly for the bottle that wasn’t where it was supposed to be.
I put the bottle to my lips. I wanted to know what he was doing to himself. I let the liquid fill my mouth, and swallowed half of it before feeling the burning. I pushed the bottle away, standing there with a mouthful of the rest of it, wanting to spit it out or maybe even spit it back inside the bottle.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” North thundered at me. He was out from under the truck on the ground and looking up with his mouth open as if in disbelief I was standing there. He dropped whatever part he was holding, to the concrete floor of the garage with a clatter. “Why the hell are you drinking that? Spit it out.”
I straightened, looked him square in the eye and forced myself to swallow the rest I had in my mouth. I cringed after the burn. North was right the first time. What was I doing?
His eyes widened at me. He scrambled to stand up, lunging after me. “Give me that bottle.”
I pulled back, holding it behind me and out of reach. “You were drinking it.”
“No. You don’t get to drink.” He stood in front of me, fists clenched. His dark hair was nearly sticking up on his head. Shadows hovered under his eyes. I wasn’t sure he slept at all.
“If you do it, I do it.”
“No, you don’t,” he glared at me, taking a step forward and holding out a hand. “Give me the bottle, Sang.”
“No.” I stepped back, holding it back behind myself and turning to block him. “I’ll stop when you do.”
“I’m not drinking it right now.”
“You were,” I said. 
He grunted. “I thought you didn’t want to talk anymore.”
“So you start drinking?” I moved the bottle from my back to look at the liquid sloshing around. “It doesn’t even taste good.”
He leapt forward, snatching the bottle from me. He reeled his hand back, turning toward the open garage door and launched it out among the many parts I imagine he’d also thrown out in a similar manner. The bottle shattered amid the gravel. He turned back to me. “You don’t get to fucking drink.”
“We were at that party and you didn’t drink. You said the others were stupid for drinking.”
“I said they became stupid and did stupid things together, like shoving us in a closet together.”
The smile on my lips betrayed me. “As I recall, that particular part wasn’t too bad.”
His eyes widened. He mumbled. He shoved his fingers through his mess of dark hair. “What do you want, Sang?”
The question confused me. “I’m ready to talk again,” I said, going with what Mr. Blackbourne had told me about. “I couldn’t finish before but now I can.”
“What the fuck does that mean? God damn, I don’t understand you sometimes.”
“What don’t you understand?” I asked, quieting and genuinely curious. 
His mouth opened, his lips parting wide. “I ... you ... you’re ...” He grunted. “I need you to tell me what’s going on around you. You can’t keep it to yourself.”
“I do tell you.”
“You need to trust me, Sang.”
“I do trust you.”
“No,” he barked. He pointed a fist at me. “No. Not believing I won’t hurt you isn’t the same as trusting me. It was a god damn emergency signal. What part of emergency did you think was acceptable to not tell us?”
“It could have meant they were just lost and needed help finding their way back. We didn’t know at the time. It could have been anything.”
“It meant he was waist deep in shit and you fell in after him. And when we finally pull your ass out and bring you back to life, you’re telling me you think you’re stupid.”
“No, I said you thought I was too stupid and helpless to be useful.”
“Well it is stupid not to tell us what’s going on, especially important things.”
“How am I supposed to know, North?” I said, feeling my voice rise an octave higher and the strain at the last word. I waved a hand in the air. “How am I supposed to know every little thing to tell you?”
He held his hands up, palms up. “Tell me everything, Sang. I’ll tell you what’s not important. I won’t care if it isn’t important. Just start talking.”
"I do talk to you. I tell you about the dreams.”
His voice rose. "It’s also all the stuff you don’t tell me. You can't even tell me to come over when you want me to."
My mouth moved, unsure how to respond.
"Admit it. You hesitated. You hesitate every time. Even when I tell you I can come for you."
I wanted to ask him which time, but it was every time, wasn't it? When I had a dream, he asked if he should come over and I said no. "I didn't want you to come when it was so early."
"I don't give a fuck what time it is, Baby," he said. "I don't care if you're bored or scared or making dinner. Call me. Tell me when Luke is being too annoying. Tell me when Rocky's staring at you in the hallway—"
“You’d have to follow me around all day if I have to tell you all of that.”
“Don’t make me start!”
I grunted, a low sound at first, that rose in my throat. “North!” I called. “You ... I ...” I wanted to yell some more, but my voice wasn’t going to let me. I couldn’t compete to yell at him at the level he was. When I tried, my throat felt like it was closing in. I coughed.
“What’s wrong?”
“I can’t scream.”
He flinched. “What?”
“I can’t scream. I tried. Mr. Blackbourne tested my voice. Something’s wrong with it.”
North’s eyes zeroed in on my face. “Try it.”
I rolled my eyes. He didn’t trust me to believe me? I opened my mouth, starting at a normal pitch, and raising the volume. By the time I tried yelling at his level, my voice was done. I swallowed hard.
His eyes widened. “You can’t even talk loud.”
“I can’t match your volume,” I said. “Not even close.”
“Why?”
“We don’t know,” I said. “Because I’m broken. My mother broke me.”
A low growl rolled out from North. “That woman isn’t your mother.”
It was my turn to flinch. “I’m still...”
“And you’re not broken.” He stepped forward. “You’re ... you ...”
“What else do you want to know?”
He glared at me. He mumbled again, formulating half words. He grunted. “I want to know ... if you still like me.”
“Yes,” I said, not allowing myself to hesitate. “Do you still like me?”
“Yes,” he said. His shoulders relaxed. This time when he lifted his hands, palms open, he motioned with them. “Come here.”
I closed the distance between us, glad this part was over. When I got close, he threw his arms around me, pulling me into his body. My arms went around his neck. My fingers dug into his skin as if afraid he didn’t mean it at all.
He sank until he was kneeling on the concrete, dragging me down with him. He held me in his lap, so tight that it was difficult to breathe. His fingers found my scalp, weaving into my hair to clutch and hold my head close to his chest. He buried his nose in my hair. “Baby, god ... Baby, don’t do that to me. That’s the second time you’ve stopped breathing on me.”
“I didn’t mean to,” I murmured against his chest. “He was falling in. I was going to lose him.”
“I almost lost you,” he croaked out. He dipped his head closer, until his lips met with the top of my head. “I already can’t sleep ... I can’t ... Not anymore.”
“Why can’t you sleep?”
“I can’t stop watching you.”
I blinked against his chest, squeezing my arms around his neck. “You watch me?”
“When you sleep,” he said. He smashed his cheek against my forehead. “I watch you breathing. Unless you’re next to me where I can feel you, I end up awake all night watching just to make sure. ”
No wonder he’d been so grumpy, before and after the party. “North,” I said, sighing and pulling back until I could look at his deep dark eyes. “You can’t do that.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to start watching you like that. Sometimes I don’t watch. Sometimes I just turn the device in your phone on so I can hear you breathing. I know ...”
“No, not about watching me. I mean sleeping. You have to sleep.”
He blinked at me. “You’re not mad?”
“I’m mad that you’re not sleeping like you’re supposed to. Do you need me to sleep here?” I asked. 
He huffed. He pulled me in close again, burying his lips against my hair. He pulled back again, picking up my hand and shoved it toward his face to kiss the palm. “Sang Baby, I’ll sleep wherever you tell me to.”



~A~



North flicked his phone on for the hundredth time from inside the darkness of Mr. Blackbourne’s car. Sang was still at his house, asleep in his bed, wearing one of his own black T-shirts. He didn’t think all black really suited her that well, but he didn’t own any pink. 
He had thought of the pink blouse she’d left at the diner the night he watched her swing that hammer that almost weighed more than she did. She’d told him to hang on to it for her and he did. It was tucked away in a corner of his closet. It wouldn’t have done any good, anyway. It wasn’t the type of shirt to sleep in.
And she’d said she liked wearing his shirt.
“Any word on McCoy?” North asked, breaking the forty minute silence, hoping to pass the time faster.
“Unfortunately, no. There’s been no sign of him at his home and he’s not answering phone calls to his cell. When he woke up and bolted from the school, he went into hiding. Victor has his home under surveillance. We’re monitoring Mr. Hendricks’s phone. There’s been no sign of him.”
North grunted. He hated that Mr. McCoy was out there somewhere. They’d lied to Sang, and he hated lying to her. They said she was safe and she wasn’t. She had enough nightmares, though. Telling her Mr. McCoy had escaped wasn’t an option for him.
He smoothed his thumb over his phone, and out of need, pushed the button again, checking on her. There she was, and Luke was there next to her. If he had to leave her alone now, he needed someone else near her. Even then, he monitored her, trying to catch her body shifting as she breathed. 
“Has the doc mentioned what the blood test results were?” North asked, tired of the quiet that seemed to drag out this long drive.
Mr. Blackbourne shook his head. “They’ve tested for every known substance. The drug wasn’t Ecstasy. I’m afraid we’d need a direct sample. You probably should have kept the cup.”
North grumbled. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter. She’s not going to another party like that.”
Mr. Blackbourne frowned. “I don’t entirely disagree with your feelings about those high school parties, but at the same time, she needs to learn to look out for dangers on her own, not just depend on you to think for her. That could have easily been a drink at school, or somewhere else.”
North flicked the button on the phone again, illuminating his face with her sleeping image. Mr. Blackbourne’s warning didn’t bode well. Despite everything else, they still didn’t know who tried to drug her. He had his suspicions, perhaps Rocky, who seemed interested in getting her to break up with Silas. Luckily, they seemed to have saved her reputation with the football team. Most of the team players agreed that North forced her to kiss him. A lot of them were pissed off at him. He was willing to be the bad guy if it meant Sang wouldn’t have such a hard time at school. If they could get the team to respect her, others might start to back off. Silas had been right. Someone needed to claim her at school because they were starting to notice.
He’d been miffed that Silas took the opportunity without telling him first. However, Silas was a good choice. He was already becoming respected, which meant if Sang was dating him, most of the guys were less likely to try something. They wouldn’t want to face off with Silas.
North suspected, though, if something had to change in the future, he wouldn’t hesitate to claim her next time at school if the opportunity arose. If he claimed her, no one would even get close to her. He’d make sure. Even if he had to take Rocky down himself.
“What do you keep doing?” Mr. Blackbourne asked. “Is someone up? No one’s on assignment tonight.”
“Checking in on Sang,” North replied, and he flicked the phone off again. 
“What do you mean? Is she awake? It’s a school night.”
“She’s sleeping.”
"Isn't someone with her?"
"Luke's there."
“Of course he is ...” Mr. Blackbourne paused. His eyes narrowed on the street in front of them as the pieces clicked together. “You’re watching her sleep?”
North grunted. He knew how he would respond.
“If Luke is there, what are you doing? You can’t do that to her.”
“She said I could.”
“What?”
North tilted his head toward him. “She told me I could watch her sleep.”
“Did she say that or you told her you did it and she didn’t protest?”
North twisted his lips. It had been both but it bugged him that he was asking. “It’s fine.”
Mr. Blackbourne shook his head. “You can’t do that to her, North.”
“I can if she tells me I can.”
“She’s not some toy you can play with.”
“I know she’s not a fucking toy.”
Mr. Blackbourne pulled onto a dark driveway to an estate house on the southern side of Charleston. Mr. Blackbourne stopped the car short of the wide front steps. The ill-lit front porch with two dim outdoor lights around the doors, provided the only light. Inside, the whole upstairs portion was blacked out. The only light inside appeared far away. If it had been any other house, North would have assumed they had the wrong address. With an Academy residence, anything was possible.
The moment Mr. Blackbourne stopped the car, North opened the door, leaping out. He slammed the door closed again.
Mr. Blackbourne wedged himself out of the car, slamming the door shut in response. “I mean you can’t do things like that to her and expect her to be okay with it. She shouldn’t have to be okay with this. You need to back off.”
“I can’t do that,” North said, staring off at the house. He was looking at the house, but he wasn’t really paying attention to it. 
“Why not?” 
North heard Mr. Blackbourne’s words asking him, but for a moment, he was tempted to ignore it. Mr. Blackbourne wouldn’t like his answer.
He was still distracted, like he’d been for weeks. He was seeing Sang’s face behind his eyes at every turn. He saw those gorgeous eyes and those sweet, delicate lips whenever she wasn't around lately. Ever since kissing her fingers in the back of Silas’s car. Ever since the first time he held her to his chest the night she had that awful nightmare and she’d cried because she was afraid he was mad. Ever since the first time she rode on the back of his bike and she told him about her wobbly legs.
Ever since he caught her yanking at that damn curtain in the diner’s kitchen and she fell back into his arms.
“Because I think I love her,” he said, surprising himself with his frankness. He’d had a couple of girlfriends before, one he dated for several months, but he never once said those words. They were special and he was positive, for the longest time, he never would. Never until he meant it.
Mr. Blackbourne’s face twisted with confusion at him. “What do you mean you love her? Last week you were telling me we should expunge the adoption because you thought she hated you. You wanted her gone.”
North turned on him, pointing at Mr. Blackbourne from over the car’s roof. “Do you think I’m fucking around?”
“You tell me, North. You say you think you love her. Last week you thought she hated you. I don't know if I should take you seriously.”
“I’m not bullshitting here. She’s ... Sang ...”
“You better not tell her until you know for sure. In fact, I don’t think you should tell her at all. Not now.”
“Why not? Why can’t I tell her?”
Mr. Blackbourne’s steel eyes narrowed. “We don’t know what’s going to happen to her yet.”
“I tell you what’s going to happen,” North bellowed. He couldn’t believe he called him in the middle of the night to disappear on Sang, again, when he thought he finally broke through to her. The only thing that got him moving was that Mr. Blackbourne promised this might be the solution to getting the Academy to fully accept Sang as theirs and not come after her. “We’re going in this stupid place and finding out what we need to know. And if that doesn’t work, we’ll just tell them all to fuck off because she wants to stay with us and they can’t do anything about it.”
“We don’t know if she wants that.”
“She says she does.”
Mr. Blackbourne heaved a sigh. “She doesn’t know she has options.”
North frowned. He hated that part of the Academy. It was never a concern to him before, because his brother and Silas had rooted him to their group, and now he’d never leave. Sang was still vulnerable. They’d saved her, but they were so busy that he barely got any time with her. Half of the time he ended up yelling at her. It wasn’t the way to win her over so she’d stay forever. “Let’s go inside.”
Mr. Blackbourne led the way up the wide front porch steps. There was a dim overhead light on above the door and it barely shed enough of a glow to reveal a tiny black button encased in a bronze plate to the right. Mr. Blackbourne pushed at it a few dozen times at random intervals. Random was Academy code. That’s how they worked best.
They waited in the half dark. North’s fingers massaged the side of his phone, twitching to check on her. 
The sound of footsteps drew his attention to the door. The handle rattled and the door creaked as it swung open. In the doorway was a man about North’s height, with broader shoulders and a two day unshaven mess on top of his square jaw. Part of the hairs on his chin were turning gray, along with the combed back hair at his temples. The rest of his hair was a dark mass, slick as if he’d just stepped from a shower. 
The man squinted out at them. “When you called, I suspected an older group. Not a couple of kids.”
North parted his lips to retort but Mr. Blackbourne spoke up before he could utter a curse. “Mr. Henry Anderson? I’m Owen Blackbourne. This is Mr. North Taylor. We’ve come to ask you ...”
“About a bird,” Henry interrupted. He nodded his head, the shadows from his unshaven face deepening with each nod. “I told you that you probably weren’t going to like this.”
“We need to know.”
He sighed, opening the door further and stepping aside.
North followed Mr. Blackbourne inside the shadowy foyer. The floor was cluttered along the walls with a collection of antique furniture. Useless pieces. There were petite chairs and uncomfortable looking benches, along with tiny tables that were barely wide enough to hold a vase of flowers. The stairway was more impressive. The rail was old fashioned, like the house, sturdy and not like the rails built into newer homes.
He wondered if Silas and he had time to build a better rail for the stairs at Sang’s house.
North filed the thought off to the back of his mind as he followed Henry through a set of side doors. The room was a library, with a wide marble fireplace, currently lit up with a gentle fire. The room was still oddly cool, and North suspected leaks bringing in the night air. 
“Have a seat,” Henry said, motioning to one of the sofas sitting in front of the fireplace.
North waited for Mr. Blackbourne to sit first. North planted himself next to him, sitting back, his fingers itching over his phone in his pocket.
“Not right now,” Mr. Blackbourne muttered his order under his breath. 
North resisted the urge to check on Sang. It was a stupid order. What did Henry care what he did with his phone? He would have assumed North was looking at Academy business. Still, North obeyed. He trusted Mr. Blackbourne enough to listen to him without asking why, even if he allowed himself to commiserate about it.
“I’d offer you boys a drink,” Henry said, sitting down on the sofa opposite of them. “But I think all we’ve got in the house is bourbon.”
“That’s not necessary,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “We’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don't mind.”
Henry waved his hand in the air. “Ask. I still don’t think you’ll like the answer. No one does.”
North flinched. This wasn’t boding well. “Others have come to you about this?” he asked, not meaning to intervene. He was here to listen, because two people recalling details fared better than one going alone. This was important enough, they should have probably brought Kota as well. 
“Do you think you’re the first pair of dogs I’ve seen coming to ask me about a bird?” Henry grinned, showing brilliant white teeth. “Of course you think you’ve found a bird you want to adopt.”
“We mean to try for a closed adoption,” Mr. Blackbourne said.
Henry nodded. “Yup. You’ve told her this much and it didn’t scare her off. Now you want to keep her. Maybe set her up for training, possibly letting her join sometime in the future. A bird in an all dog squad. How in the world is it done?”
“You’ve done it,” North said, not liking Henry’s tone as if he knew their group already. He didn’t often meet other Academy members in this way. Usually they were introduced formally by groups they were in partnership with. Not all personalities get along, so it wasn’t a good idea to get clashing groups to work together.
“Yes, we’ve done it.” Henry frowned. “We’ve done it and I don’t regret it, but I know for sure every other group who has come to me and asked for this secret has always failed.”
“Why does it fail?” Mr. Blackbourne asked before North could retort.
“Because it isn’t natural. Normal. Well no, I shouldn’t say that. We’re not normal, after all.” He flashed another smile. “Most of the time they’re young, like you. They don’t know shit about birds. Most of the time the bird flies the coop. The rest ... well ... it’s a dog that runs off with the bird. They opt to join a couple team. And you know how much the Academy loves couple teams.”
Couple teams were rare, too. It was also one of the only other boy/girl team options available. If everyone in a dog group had a bird pair, it was often the birds that didn’t get along. Trust still became an issue.
“Why don’t you just tell us what we’re looking at?” North asked, tired of the games. He’d promised Sang he’d be back soon, and this was taking way longer than he expected. He wanted to keep his promise to sleep.
“What you’re looking at,” Henry said, tensing his back in a stretch, “is something you won’t like and I’m worried you won’t believe me. Or possibly hit me for suggesting it. It’s hard to tell. Especially with the religious groups. They hated it.”
“Mr. Anderson,” Mr. Blackbourne said, using a hint of command to refocus the conversation. “How did your group succeed in allowing the Academy to grant your bird into an all dog team on a closed adoption and further, as an official member?”
Henry grinned again, baring his teeth. “Which one of you loves her?”
North tucked his head back at hearing this. “What the hell does it matter?”
“I want to know which one is going to try to hit me. It’s you, isn’t it?”
“Mr. Anderson,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Please?”
Henry frowned. He nodded toward the mantle. “See that?”
North snapped his head toward the fireplace. The white marble mantle had a collection of photographs on top of it. North stood, crossing the room, looking onto smiling faces. Four men with one woman. It was the same woman in every photograph, with blue eyes and blond hair, and a body only Sang rivaled. She had a harsh look to her face, her eyes were smiling but she’d been through a lot and it haunted every picture. The haunted smile was something she also shared with Sang. “There’s just pictures. Of you and her and I guess the rest of your team.”
Henry nodded. “Yes. Us. Our team. And no one else.”
North spun around, confused. 
Mr. Blackbourne was still sitting on the couch, a curious look but also not amused. North knew this look. When it came to family business, their team reveled in frankness, not games. “Maybe you should tell us what we’re missing. This is why we’re here, after all. We want our bird to join our team.”
“Are you ready to make that commitment?” Henry asked. “You’re both really young. There’s lots of girls out there.”
“Not like her,” North muttered, unbidden.
Henry snapped his fingers, pointing at North. “I knew it. You do love her.” He motioned to the couch again. “Stand behind that thing so I know you’re not going to hit me.”
North frowned and was tempted to hit him anyway but Mr. Blackbourne shot him a wordless command. Obey so maybe he’d shut up and get on with it.
North circled the sofa, crossing his arms over his chest. This had better be good.
Henry beamed. “But notice how it’s always her. No other girls.”
“So you’re saying if we’re a bunch of dogs and we adopt a bird, we can’t bring another bird in?” Mr. Blackbourne asked.
“That’s half right. Yes. One bird.” Henry leaned in, sitting on the edge of the couch. He pointed a finger at his knee in a repeated motion to make his point. “One girl. Not more. Everyone in your group has to agree. No more birds.”
“You mean brought into the group?” Mr. Blackbourne asked. “Officially?”
Henry grinned, glancing back at North. “I mean in any capacity. In or out of the group.”
North shoved a couple of fingers over his eyebrow, rubbing. “What are we supposed to do? Become monks?"
Henry shook his head, smirking. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”
“Maybe you can clear that up for us,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “What are we missing here?”
Henry twisted his lips, he pointed to a spot beyond North’s shoulder. “Look over there.”
North spun, ready to bellow at the guy for playing another game. Was Henry worried he was going to stare at him too hard?
The bookshelf behind him also contained pictures. These were different, in silver frames instead of lacquered wood. It was the same woman, the same blue eyes, the same haunted smile. They were wedding photos. 
And in each one was one of the different dogs in the tuxedo. He checked and rechecked the different ones, the dots not connecting for several minutes.
They weren’t the same wedding. They were separate weddings. 
Their bird had married all the dogs.
“What is this shit?” North barked before he could stop himself. He turned on Henry, gesturing toward the photos. “What are you saying? We all have to marry her?”
“You don’t have to, if you don’t want to. Our bird wanted to.”
North’s mouth popped open. “What the hell are you talking about?”
Henry leaned forward again, the gleefulness gone. “The only way to keep a bird in an all dog group is if all the dogs are happy with her. When they all love her, that’s when she can be official without a problem.”
North blanked out, staring off at the fireplace. He was full of shit. That doesn’t happen. That can’t be the way it works.
“You mean it’s the way your team decided to handle it. It’s the way it worked for you,” Mr. Blackbourne said.
“I’m telling you, it’s the only way it works.” 
“You couldn't have all married her,” North said, calling on his bullshit. “It’s not legal.”
“She didn’t care about that,” Henry said, shaking his head. “She just wanted the show. We did it for our families. We never officially did anything. The state still knows her by her maiden name.”
North pushed his fingers together at the bridge of his nose, feeling a headache building. “So your answer is everyone in your group agrees to ...” He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t say the words.
“Love her or lose her,” Henry said. “It’s all or nothing. Everyone falls in love with her and she falls in love with everyone.” Henry leaned in again. “How strong is your bond with your team? Are you really willing to share everything you have? Even if it includes her?”
North felt the start of a growl in his throat. It wasn’t what he was saying, it was the way he was saying it. Challenge dripped from his words not only about how he felt about Sang, but how he felt about his family. “We share her now.”
“But not like this, I bet. And you still have to make sure she loves all of you. A couple of dog groups got close, but when she figured out what was going on and what they were trying to do to her, she flipped out on them. Said it wasn’t normal. Said she was in love with one and not the others.” He laughed, shaking his head. “No, it’s a once in a million years thing. The Academy fought us every step. They tested us for ages. They were sure we were simply young and stupid and we’d eventually get jealous of each other.”
“How did it happen? Were you told to do this? Did you know what you were doing?”
Henry shook his head. “Of course not. We were an all dog team trying to bring in a girl from a broken home. We requested adoption and put in a request for extra time with her. She was hurt bad by her family. We didn’t want to scar her. It was unusual circumstances.”
“But how did you realize that was the right way?”
Henry’s slight grin reappeared. “It was all of our mistakes. What we thought of later how we had been mistaken. We told ourselves we wouldn’t touch her. No one goes near her. Not in that way. That was the rule.”
North swallowed. That sounded familiar.
“Murphy’s Law I guess. Tell someone not to fall in love with someone else, and they do it anyway. Only by the time we figured out the others were in love with her, we were neck deep in an assignment we couldn’t get out of. And she was at the heart of it.”
“What did you do?” Mr. Blackbourne asked.
He couldn’t be serious. North was sure he was asking to humor the man. He couldn’t really be considering this.
“We had to come to an agreement. At first we’d all vie for her attention. Whichever one she said she loved, that one would run off with her. What we didn’t know was she already loved us. All of us.” He frowned. “And it tore her apart to tell us. She kept it to herself. She thought we wouldn’t believe her. She was sure we’d kick her out for daring to suggest it. She tried to encourage us to date other girls. Of course we weren’t listening, but sometimes we said we did just to make her happy. Only she wasn’t happy.”
“And now?” Mr. Blackbourne asked. “You’re all still together.”
Henry nodded. “Yes. We’re still together. We still work for the Academy. She’s still here. She’ll never leave us and we’ll never leave her. And that’s the only way it works. Share her or lose her.” He gazed over the back of the couch at North. “How much do you love your bird, Mr. Taylor? What happens when Mr. Blackbourne here tells you one day he loves her, too? Do you care enough about him and her to not let it bother you? Knowing she loves you both?”
“Did anything else help?” Mr. Blackbourne asked, cutting North off before he could open his mouth with a response. “
Henry grinned. “You’re talking like you’re already okay with this and you can’t wait to get started.” He sighed, his shoulders shifting up. “I can tell you how to avoid problems. Rule one, split your time equally. I don’t mean when you’re together and with the others. I mean if you’re dating her, Monday, let someone else date her Tuesday. It creates bad vibes when you take her over for a week. I mean sometimes that’s okay but don’t think you can keep her to yourself for too long. And in a way, it’s a good thing with us. When she comes back to me, she’s missed me and it grows our relationship.”
“So schedules are important.”
“Right. And don’t let her neglect the others, either. It’s easy for her to get cozy with one or two and forget to pay attention to the others. Whoever she’s with, she’ll try to make that one happy.”
“What else?”
Henry sat back again, rubbing at his chin. “Let’s see. I think it would be easier if everyone agreed from it right from the start. Right when you find out someone else loves her. Bring that one in on your plan. That way there’s no hurt feelings ahead of time when someone discovers her kissing one of the others somewhere.” He smiled. “We were real idiots back then. Oh, the fights we had about that.”
“Should we tell her?” 
“Mr. Blackbourne,” North uttered. He’d heard enough. He was crazy! It could never work. Could he ever share her with all of them? Did he love her so much that he could look the other way if he ever saw her kissing Kota? Or Silas? He didn’t mind her sitting in their laps. He had thought once maybe he should have, but he didn’t know how he felt about her and she was so scared all the time, that he didn’t care who she sat with. If he couldn’t be there for her, he was glad Luke or Nathan or the others held on to her. 
But kissing her? Or saying they loved her? Going that far?
Henry had been right. It was impossible.
He didn’t even know if she loved him back yet.
Henry laughed. “I think you should wait to find out if your team can handle this or not. Until then, you really shouldn’t lead her on. I mean, don’t be unfriendly to her. Try to win her over and do nice things with her. Just don’t take it too far. I think the best way is to get her to admit she loves you first. Then you know.”
That sounded familiar, too. 
Mr. Blackbourne tilted his head back. “So we tell each team member that the only way to keep our bird with us would be if everyone loves her. But we only tell them this when we’re sure that person has fallen for her.”
“Right. It has to be all or nothing. Not unless you want to tear your group apart. I would make it a vote. When you figure out you love her and are willing to sacrifice exclusivity you should put that vote in. When all votes are accounted for, when you all agree you can share her, then swoop in on her and show her you love her. Well maybe not all at once. Do it gentle.”
“And we have to approach the Academy managers with this information?”
“You tell them you all love her, and have to prove it, and that she loves you. Then ask to bring her into your group. If you try to do it before, and sometimes even after, other groups are going to get curious and come check her out. And believe me when I say when other dog groups hear about this, they’re going to want to talk to her, to sniff her out and try to bribe her away.”
“She wouldn’t leave us,” North said.
“You better make sure before you set your heart on it.” Henry tucked an arm across the back of the couch. “How many is in your group anyway?”
“Nine,” Mr. Blackbourne said.
Henry’s eyes widened and he nearly choked. “You’re shitting me. Nine? And one bird? I thought you had three, maybe four or five. Nine?” He shook his head. “No. You guys are crazy. This will never work for you.”
“What we needed to know was how,” Mr. Blackbourne said, standing. “You’ve been very helpful. Could we call you with follow-up questions?”
“Hell, yeah. If you actually try, I want to hear about it. Don’t come back crying when it doesn’t work out though. I’ve warned you.”
“Thank you, Mr. Anderson.” He stepped forward, his hand out. “I hope we haven’t disturbed you and your family too much this evening.”
“Always a pleasure to gain a favor from such a capable dog pack.” Henry shook his hand back. “Good luck with her. I mean it.”
“Are you happy?” North asked. He hadn’t meant to ask this. Maybe Mr. Blackbourne’s interest was catching. Now that the shock was over, North was curious, too. “Are you satisfied sharing her?”
A quiet smile dropped across Mr. Anderson’s face and North thought it was the most sincere look he’d given all night. “Son, I’ll tell you this now, and I mean every word of it. It was the best thing I’ve ever done. I would do it all again for her. And them. They’re happy, too. I didn’t think I would be. I thought for sure ... but it can work if you want it to. And when it does, it’s beautiful.”
North’s resistance started to taper off into a simmer. Could it be so simple? And so impossible? The way to keep a bird in the family was for everyone to fall in love with her. And there were nine of them. No, that was stupid. He’d have to keep her out of the Academy. He’d find another way.
Or maybe they’d become a couple team. The Academy didn’t care for that as much, but if it was the only choice he had ... but could he leave the team he loved? The one he swore on his own life to stand by forever with? What did his promise mean if he couldn’t keep the one to his own family? Could he leave his brother for Sang?
On the ride home, North stared off into the dark, afraid to look at his phone, afraid to think of her face like he usually did. A barrier had inserted itself there, masking his mind and heart. Could he allow her to be shared like that? Would she even want it? Their group was special. No one would really understand. They’d been through a lot. Like war buddies. More than that, because the wars they fought weren’t some nameless people out in the middle of a desert or jungle. They were their own siblings, fathers and mothers. Like Sang and her parents. They protected each other from relatives not fit enough for the loyalty they gave each other.
And they'd been trying to bring Sang into that. He realized that was his first mistake. It was Kota’s actually. He’d introduced Sang to all of them, somewhat on accident. North had been sure Kota would have asked them to back off, claiming her as his girlfriend. Or someone would. She was too perfect. 
Oh god, he was thinking about her. He was seeing her face now. He couldn’t help it. He wanted to tear open his head and rip the image from his mind for a couple of hours of peace, so he could figure out how he really felt about this. 
“North,” Mr. Blackbourne said next to him, driving closer to home. “We need to call a family meeting.”
“I don’t think we should.”
Mr. Blackbourne lifted an eyebrow. “Are you saying now that you know you love her that you’re unwilling to share? Or have you given up on that?”
North grumbled. “Are you saying you’re considering it?” He hid a small smile, happy that for once he was throwing some of his own psychological bullshit back at him. 
Mr. Blackbourne was quiet for so long that North thought perhaps he wasn’t going to answer. Mr. Blackbourne shuffled into his pocket, retrieving his phone. He flicked at it while he drove. He selected a picture, holding it up and showing it to North.
North gazed at the image of Sang, smiling as she was wedged against Nathan. Mr. Blackbourne slid to the next picture, showing Kota and Sang together. The next was the one Silas and North had taken, with Sang looking incredibly happy as the two of them pretended to kiss her cheeks at the same time.
As happy as North had ever seen her. It was the way she looked when they were around lately. It was what drove him to finish his work early when he could, just to be back by her side, if she let him. 
“I believe it’s already happening,” Mr. Blackbourne said, surprising North. “And as far as sharing her, as far as what Mr. Anderson said about no other team being able to do it ... I’m more than sure we could.”
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UNDER THREAT
OF A BIRTHDAY
My phone buzzed to life in my bra. 
My head shot up from the English text book we were supposed to be reading. Kota had his head bent over his desk in front of me and didn’t appear to notice. I was afraid to glance at Gabriel in case I was going to distract him. I wasn’t sure what Luke was doing behind me but since he wasn’t messing with my hair and he hadn’t nudged me in a while, he must actually be reading, or maybe he was wrapped up in another day dream.
I didn’t like having my phone out in class, but the only people who had my number were Academy guys. They wouldn’t send a text during class unless it was an emergency.
I slipped the phone out of the cup of my bra and used Kota’s back as a shield just in case I drew attention from Ms. Johnson, the English teacher.


Victor: Isn’t your birthday this week? What do you want for your birthday?
My mouth fell open. Victor! That wasn’t an emergency. 
I was tempted not to answer him. I checked the date on the phone. He was right. My birthday was in a few days. I hadn’t noticed. It was also not important right now.
My fingers hovered over the illuminated keyboard. It was hard not to respond back. It felt rude. I simply didn’t know what to say.
Kota shifted in front of me, twisting in his chair. I jumped, trying to tug my phone in my lap. He wouldn’t approve of texting in class.
Kota snagged my phone before I could get it over the desk. He snapped back around quickly in his chair and my phone disappeared with him.
I bit back a surprise noise in my throat. How’d he know?
A motion at the corner of my peripheral vision caught my attention. I glanced over to find a smug Gabriel, half leaning over his desk. His eyes were intent on my phone tucked between Kota’s hands.
Nosy! He must have tattled. There was little that I did that I could get away with when the boys were around. They seemed to notice everything.
I flicked my eyes toward the teacher, who was bent over her desk and reading papers. I hoped she would start paying attention and would stop them from fooling around.
Kota’s head bent down and from the angle I could tell he was checking my phone. That was good enough. It was Victor’s fault anyway for texting during class time.
Kota’s head twisted around, a puzzled look catching behind his black-rimmed glasses. 
I raised an eyebrow at him, confused.
A thunderous siren erupted from the overhead speakers. My palms instinctively covered my ears and I ducked slightly. 
“Fire alarm,” Ms. Johnson called. “Let’s go. Leave your things.”
This command was ignored as the entire classroom slapped their books shut, grabbed book bags and made a beeline for the exit. Maybe it would have been a safer to simply run if there was a fire, but no one wanted to leave their book bags unattended. Not in this school.
Kota was still twisted in his chair, looking back at me with my phone in his hands. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he shouted over the siren and the chatter of other students as they filed out of the classroom.
“Tell you what?” I asked, though probably not loud enough for him to hear.
“What’s going on?” Gabriel asked.
I was picking up my book bag when Luke’s hand shot out. He collected my bag, stuffing it over his shoulder with his own. “This isn’t another one of those Friday Fall things, right? It isn’t Friday, is it?”
Kota stuffed my phone into his pocket, pulling his things together. We were the last ones in the classroom. “Sang’s birthday is this week.”
Gabriel’s eyes bounced open. “Holy shit. Are you fucking kidding me?”
Luke paused halfway to the door. He turned to me. “What day?”
A contorted sigh escaped my lips. “Guys! Fire alarm? We’re supposed to go outside.”
“North is going to flip out,” Luke said. “I don’t think he knew.” 
I groaned. 
“Why didn’t anyone say anything?” Gabriel asked. “How am I supposed to ... god damn shit.” He kicked the door open as he stomped out of the classroom.
I followed the others, trailing behind them as they started talking amongst themselves. The morning air had a heady chill, with a thick overcast. October in the South might have been warmer than what I would have gotten back in Illinois, but South Carolina couldn't escape winter weather forever. I tucked my arms into my stomach to reserve a little body heat in the cold shadows of the buildings.
Streams of other students were heading out toward the parking lot. I followed along with the guys toward a strip of grass yard on the other side of the lot. It was strange to see the majority of the student population on this thin strip of land. Two thousand students huddled together, appearing relieved that class had been interrupted.
“Stay here,” Kota said, dropping his book bag on the ground. He nodded to Gabriel. “Keep an eye on her.”
A retort to his last comment teased my lips. I knew he meant well, but the way he said it made me feel like I was a toddler needing babysitting.
Gabriel hooked an arm around my neck. “What day is it?” he asked.
“Uh,” I said, looking out at the school. The alarm ceased but teachers marched along the gravel in the lot, directing students to stay on the grass. The students were eager to comply.
The school didn’t show signs of smoke. Maybe it was a drill.
Gabriel snapped his fingers near my face. “Trouble, I can’t get you anything for your birthday if you’re don’t tell me what day it is.”
“It’s on the sixth,” I said absently, still keeping an eye on the teachers, expecting them to release us back toward the school at any moment if it was a drill.
“The sixth? Holy fucking Christ.” He snapped his head around toward Luke. “Three days? Three fucking days?”
“Don’t worry. There’s time. We can do it,” Luke said.
Another siren started in the distance. The pitch was different, like a police car. 
A second siren joined it, but the screech was longer, deeper in tone. Fire trucks.
It didn’t make any sense. Did they have to come out? There wasn’t any smoke. Maybe one of the other students pulled the alarm. Did they need to come out to make sure? And to possibly reset it?
“I can’t do this in three days,” Gabriel was nearly shouting at Luke. “I should say two and a half days. And we’ve got school.”
“Sang Baby,” a shout from a few feet away drew my attention. North approached alone, his hands spread out, his palms up. Locks of his dark hair slipped down over his forehead, almost hovering in the way of his intense, dark eyes. “What’s this I’m hearing about your birthday?”
The fire trucks pulled into the school lot. A couple of cop cars joined them. They stopped short of the front doors. 
I answered North’s question by pointing to the commotion going on at the front of the school. “Are you watching this?”
He waved his hand at the air toward the direction, dismissive. He closed the distance between us and looked at his brother and Gabriel. “When is it?”
“Three days.” Gabriel held up three fingers. “On the sixth.”
“Holy shit,” North said. He turned those intense eyes on me again. “Why didn’t you say something?”
“Will you guys stop talking about that? Who cares? Is the school on fire?”
North’s mouth dropped open. “What do you mean who cares? I told you to tell me important shit.”
“North,” I bellowed at him. I jabbed my finger in the air toward the squadron of firemen and policemen collecting toward the entryway. “The school ...”
“I’m not talking about the school right now.”
“You said tell you important things! The school’s burning down or something.”
“I meant telling me important things about you. Like when your birthday is.”
I managed an eye roll that should have knocked me back on my butt at how much I meant it. “I can’t believe we’re talking about this right now.”
North grunted. “Where’s Kota? Does he know about this?”
Gabriel pointed in the direction. “He went that way looking for you guys. And yeah, he picked up her phone and found out.”
“Luke, stay here with her. Gabe, come with me. Text Silas. Did anyone tell him?”
My mouth hung open and my hands drifted up in disbelief as Gabriel and North stalked off after Kota, still talking.
Luke laughed. He dropped down to the grass, sitting cross legged. He tugged at my hand. “Sit down with me.”
I lowered myself carefully so I could sit on the grass without flashing too much since I was in a skirt. I kept my eyes on the commotion going on toward the school. It felt awkward as everyone around us was still standing. I felt closed in.
Luke continued to tug at my hand. “I meant in my lap,” he said. “I shouldn’t let you sit in the grass.”
“I got in trouble last time I sat in Kota’s lap at school.”
“Oh yeah,” he said. He brushed a couple of blond locks away from his face, shoving them behind his ear. “It’s just a lot of other students do it. Okay, so what do you want for your birthday?”
A collection of barks drew my attention. Policemen held on to a team of German shepherds. My first thought was they were drug dogs. It didn’t make sense, though. Did they pull the fire alarm and get everyone out so they could comb the school for drugs? It seemed excessive. Not that I wouldn’t put it past Principal Hendricks. Maybe he found another way to kick bad kids out of his school.
“Sang,” Luke tugged. “What do you want?”
“Princess, why are you sitting on the ground?” Victor approached. The breeze picked up, tossing around his dark wavy hair. He removed his blazer, dropping it along with his book bag. He sat on top of his bag. He motioned to me with his fingers. “Come here.”
“I just told Luke I’d get into trouble ...”
“It was Mr. McCoy that gave you detention and he’s not here.” Victor curled his fingers at me again. “Get off the grass.”
It wasn’t that I didn’t want to sit in his lap, but I was worried about getting into trouble with another teacher or even Mr. Hendricks. He was probably right, though. I got up and let him tug me down again until I was parked in his lap sideways so I could face Luke. 
Luke inched closer on the grass so he could collect one of my sandal-clad feet and hold it in his lap. “We need to figure out what to get her for her birthday.”
“Yeah,” Victor said. He stuffed his arms around my waist. His fire eyes sparked at me. “Why didn’t you text me back?”
“You sent a text to me during class. Gabriel saw me checking and Kota took my phone. You started them on this crazy frenzy. You shouldn’t text during class unless it is an emergency.”
“It was an emergency. I just realized it was October. I’m just glad we didn’t miss it.”
“And now there’s fire trucks here. And you guys are more worried about my birthday, which I’d forgotten about, too.”
Luke laughed. “Someone pulled the fire alarm. It’s no big deal.”
“It was a big deal last time it happened,” I said. “And they don’t take dogs into the school if there is a fire, do they?”
They blinked at me, twisting around to look over. Luke stood, putting a hand over his eyes to block the sun and gazed over toward the building. “She’s right. There’s a pack of dogs.”
“We haven’t been called in.” Victor turned around again. His palm found my back, fingers tracing between a couple of ribs. “Our concern is student safety, not building safety. The students are out here. Mr. Blackbourne hasn’t sent word so it’s probably some standard school inspection. Maybe checking for drugs or something.”
Luke’s eyebrows furrowed. “I’m not sure ...”
With the way I was sitting, it was difficult to twist around and check. Part of me sensed Mr. McCoy just beyond where I could see. The boys assured me he wasn’t here, but I still couldn’t help wonder where he was. I sensed other eyes watching us. Most students were engrossed in their cell phones or talking, not really concerned with the school except to know it meant we’d be out of class longer. I scanned the group, trying to figure out why I felt so uncomfortable. 
“Hey,” North’s voice bellowed after us. 
Students cleared out of the way as North, Gabriel and Kota returned. They were tailed by Silas and Nathan. 
“Baby,” North said, ”Get out of his lap. You’ll end up with detention.”
Victor squeezed his arms a little tighter around my hips. “McCoy’s not here. The other teachers don’t care.”
“There might be one who does. We don’t want to end up staying after school today if we’re going to figure out what to do for her birthday. Besides, she’s supposed to be dating Silas.”
“No one is paying attention,” Victor said.
“Are we going to skip football practice on her birthday?” Silas asked. 
“Are we skipping school on her birthday?” Gabriel asked. “We should.”
They continued their debate. I refocused on what was going on across the parking lot. Luke remained posted. I glanced back at him on occasion, questioning with my eyes if he was seeing something more than I was seeing. 
Nathan followed my gaze out toward the dogs and the police. There was something being set up by the policemen. They’d removed a box of equipment from the back of one of the police cars. Firemen were standing by.
“Sang,” Victor squeezed me again. “You still haven’t told anyone—”
“Kota,” Nathan said over him, his tone serious. He nodded toward the school. “What is this?”
I crawled out of Victor’s lap to stand up between Nathan and Luke. I sensed Victor following, standing behind me. Everyone else turned toward the school. 
Oh so now they got interested when Nathan thought it was important. 
The police surrounded one man, who was putting on what looked like plastic body armor. 
I shot a look at Kota. “What’s going on?” I asked in a quiet voice. This wasn’t a fire alarm or a check for drugs.
Kota frowned. “Hazardous waste cleanup perhaps? Maybe someone spilled something in the chemistry lab?” He fished his phone out of his pocket. Dr. Green was calling. He punched the button with his thumb to answer it. “Dr. Green? Are you inside still?”
I glanced back over at the man in the thick suit. He marched slowly toward the school, a blue and white device in his hand that looked like a hand-held metal detector. He circled the fire trucks, heading toward the doors.
Kota dropped the phone to his chest to hold it there. “Our team,” he said in a quiet tone, but the command rang through every syllable. “Get your stuff. Let’s go.”
The boys moved at once. Silas and North, the ones closest to our book bags, collected them in their hands. Nathan tugged at my hand, moving behind Kota. We weaved our way through the throng of students, heading further down into the grass yard and toward the baseball field a good distance from the rest of the students.
“Where are we going?” I asked in a quiet voice, suddenly scared.
“Away from other students,” Kota said. “And the cars.”
We traveled a good distance from the parking lot. We got some looks from other teachers but none seemed to care much that we’d split apart. We were still within eyesight and on school grounds. 
Kota halted a few feet from the baseball field’s benches. He eyed them suspiciously. “Everyone stay here,” he said.
Kota moved forward alone, everyone else hanging back. The boys encircled me. I had to tiptoe to peek over Victor’s shoulder.
Kota checked out the underside of the seats, inspecting every corner. When he seemed satisfied, he waved his hand at us to come sit. We collected on the seats. I slid in and Nathan sat on one side of me, and Victor took up position on my other side. Always protecting. 
“What is it, Kota?” Nathan asked. His blue eyes darkening.
“This is the bomb squad,” he said. “There was a bomb threat made on the school by phone. There’s an unmarked box on the main floor.”
“Why are we so far out here away from the others?” I asked. 
Kota tilted his head toward me. “We’re to keep out of reach of potential threats, which means possibly rigged vehicles or students. The caller wasn’t specific. The package is only a guess by a teacher. Until they get a clear idea on what it is, and the phone call, and possibly who made the call, they want us out of the way.”
“What about the other students?” I asked. “What about Marie? And Derrick?”
Kota frowned. “It’s most likely this is just a student pulling a prank or wanting to get out of class. This is just overkill precaution. We’re more of a target than they are. If we happen to be a target, we want to be out of range so no one else is hurt.”
“But we were in the middle of class,” I said. “If they were wanting out of class, would they call a bomb threat while they were still inside class? It would have been obvious. And if they were outside of class trying to cut out their next class ... well if they’d already skipped class, why would they try to mess up the next one?”
“Baby,” North said. He was sitting in front of me, but turned, dropping a hand on my knee. “The police are here. We’ve got our orders. Stop worrying so much. This isn’t our job.”
“She’s right, though,” Nathan said. He rubbed his palm over the top of his red brown hair. “It’s an odd time to suddenly call in a bomb threat.”
“There’s nothing we can do right now and we don’t have enough information,” Kota said.
I twisted around, studying the other kids. I wanted to see if I could pick out my sister. I thought I would feel better if I could actually see her. She wasn’t the most friendly person, but I didn’t want her to get hurt. 
Through the crowd, an all-too-familiar goatee on an angular chin distracted me. I sucked in a breath, holding it, staring after the person as if disbelieving.
Greg was back. His beady eyes were a distance away, but he was looking out at us from the edge of the cluster of other students. 
“When did he get back?” Silas muttered under his breath.
Everyone turned their attention to Greg. Greg jerked his chin in our direction, turned around and disappeared back into the crowd.
I kept my eyes on the students. Greg. He hadn’t been in home room this morning. Did he switch classes?
The last time I saw him, he was clutching his throat trying to breath.
After I’d punched him.
I turned on the bench, climbing up until I was sitting at the very top, and dangling my feet down over the edge. Now that I’d spotted him, I didn’t want to turn my back on him.
The others joined me.
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