
        
            
                
            
        

    Gabriel backed off an inch. I wasn’t thinking about it, but then felt his hand on the small of my back, sliding down and touching the hem of my underwear. 
I blushed again, looking back at him, confused. Did he want me to move?
His eyes were on my butt. I understood then. I was wearing the heart underwear he had commented on earlier. Now my cheeks were really too hot. I hadn’t expected him to see that. 
His fingers traced the edge of the panties. “Hidden heart...” His eyes drifted up, until the deep crystal blue pools caught mine and I found myself unable to reply.
His eyes drifted down again, stopping at my mouth. The shirt he’d pulled from the dresser dropped to the floor.
I twisted, until my back was against the door. “Gabriel?”
He breathed out slowly, his hands catching my wrists until they were pinned to the door. His head lowered, his eyes closed.
His lips found mine. 
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A PEEK INSIDE THE ACADEMY
 
 
I was spending the night at Silas’s house when he got a call that there was a job, and they wanted me to go along. The sun wasn’t yet up over the tree line as we left his apartment. As we got in the car and drove, he filled me in on some of the details. “But I need you to promise if you’re coming with me, you’re not to ask any questions. Just listen and watch.”
“Okay,” I said. I yawned, and stretched. After homecoming and Halloween, the boys and I had been on a slower schedule: school work and the diner only. We also had Gabriel’s birthday coming up, and while I had wanted to go with Victor and Luke to the store to pick something out for him, a job cropped up this morning and we had to go. “But where are we going?”
He pursed his lips and then changed lanes to get onto the highway, heading toward downtown Charleston. “We’re meeting Kota, Victor and Nathan. I think there might be more, but I’m not sure.”
“Where are they?”
“There’s a run-down building where a bunch of kids are hiding out. They think they’re runaways but it’s hard to tell.”
“Why do they need you?”
“Because they’re Mexican,” he said. “I sort of look the part.”
“Oh,” I said quietly and slid a look at him as he focused on driving. 
His black hair, olive complexion and perhaps some of his features made him a passable Mexican descendant. He was tall, though, and very broad in the shoulders. He towered over me and other kids at school. He was even starting to fill in his faux school uniform jacket to the point that Gabriel had to order a new set for him. Silas was as dangerous as a stuffed animal, but thinking back to when I first met him, I’d been intimidated by his size. He was handsome, yes, and sweet, but anyone looking at him for the first time might be nervous. 
Still, if Mr. Blackbourne thought it was okay, perhaps I needed to listen. I sank back, looking out the window. “Mr. Blackbourne wants me to go along?”
“He thinks since you look nice they may be more responsive to you if they won’t talk to me.”
I wasn’t sure how to take the compliment. I was shy and wasn’t sure what help I could be with a group of runaways. I reached back to fix my sandy blonde hair, the color was what Gabriel often call chameleon because it looked different under different lighting. I twisted it back up into my hairclip. It was starting to grow out, allowing me to pull back most of it away from my face like I used to be able to do before Gabriel cut it. “Was this the job you were called back for?”
“Yeah.”
“Is this what you do?” I asked. “I mean, what you’ve done when you’ve gone out on missions? Talk to runaway kids?”
“No. I do other things, too.”
I stared at him for a while as he focused on driving. I wasn’t sure if he was allowed to say what it was, so I left it alone. “It’s hard sometimes,” I said. “I mean, I know I can’t ask too much...”
“I’d tell you more,” he said, glancing at me before returning his eyes to the road, “but to be honest, I’m not sure how much I can say.”
“Because you have to keep it a secret,” I said. “I understand.”
“I don’t really know where you are with us,” he said. He turned his face to me, looking at my eyes. “Mr. Blackbourne wants you in. Kota wants you out. Not out of the family, but you know. Kota’s protective. It’s because he’s the male with two women he looks after. He wants to keep them out of danger. He’s reluctant to put you in the same danger he puts himself in.”
“Shouldn’t I make the decision?”
“Yes, but we’d have to vouch for you. If we’re divided on it, we’ll…” He pursed his lips and shook his head. “See, I can’t say it.”
There were some complicated rules. “So Kota has to agree before I’m allowed in?”
“We all do,” he said. “Your home team, I guess you’d call it. We’d be responsible, so we all have to be in agreement. Kota’s not the only one to think we shouldn’t let you in, either. I think Nathan’s hesitant on it, too. Maybe North. It’s hard to tell with him. One day he says it’d be okay and the next he’s saying it’s not a good idea.”
“So I have to convince all of them I could?”
Silas focused on the road and remained quiet for a long time. “You don’t have to,” he said in a deeper tone. “You don’t need us all to agree to be accepted into the Academy, just that we think you’d be good material, which you are. I’d prefer, though, if you waited. If you’d wait for all of us to agree fully that you should be included.”
I understood there must be something more to the rules, something I wasn’t seeing, to get into the Academy. However, I agreed with him about wanting the others to be okay with it.
“If you want in,” he said.
“I think I want to.”
“You should be sure.”
“It’s hard for me to tell if I want in because you’re in there or because I want to be part of it, but I’m pretty sure it’s both. I wasn’t sure if I was allowed to say it was partially because of you all.”
“It can be both,” he said. “Did they tell you the first rule of the Academy?”
“Family first?”
He nodded. “What’s a better reason than if you feel connected to us, and share our causes? The whole group is centered around family. Why not join for family?”
I curled up tighter in the seat, looking out the window. Silence fell between us. It was a lot to think about.
And yet, it wasn’t. I knew. I felt it inside of me. Knowing about the Academy now, about the things they did, and how they felt so strongly about what they did was enough for me. It was also in every time I participated in a job with them, and felt exhilarated after. I did want into the Academy. What else would I do with my life? Could I keep a normal job later and ignore the thought of the Academy out there somewhere aspiring to some better purpose?
But that meant I had to convince the others to let me in. Kota, Nathan and North. Silas hadn’t mentioned the others. I thought Victor was on my side. What about Gabriel and Luke? What about Dr. Green? How did they feel?
It meant I had to spend more time with each of them. I needed to figure out which ones were happy with the idea, and if they weren’t, find a way to convince them I should join. 
Mr. Blackbourne had said the same thing. My heart started to beat harder in my chest, as I realized that he had been right, and that I’d need his help to fix this. I had to trust someone who could help me do it right, and since Kota wasn’t keen on the idea of me joining... I needed Mr. Blackbourne’s help to figure out what to do to convince the others. 
As Silas drove, I slipped my phone out of my pocket and typed a quick message.
 
Sang: Mr. Blackbourne, I know you’re busy, but sometime this weekend, could we talk?
 
His reply was instantaneous.
 
Mr. Blackbourne: Always. Is there something you need now? Are you okay?
 
The response rattled through me like a shiver. I was excited and relieved he didn’t think I was silly or call me out for disturbing him now when we were on our way to a mission.
Only I couldn’t talk about what I was thinking over the text message. We’d been told to limit Academy information going out over text messages or phone calls. 
 
Sang: I’m fine. Just wanted to talk.
Mr. Blackbourne: On my way.
 
My eyes widened and I couldn’t think of a response other than to thank him. I didn’t know where he was and hadn’t meant to disrupt whatever it was he was doing. For some reason, I assumed he’d be where we were going. Now it felt like he was involved with something else and he was going to come and get me. 
I squirmed in my seat, folding my arms over my stomach and staring out the window. He was going to show up in the middle of the job we were on and pull me out. Maybe he thought I was nervous about participating so he was going to step in. 
My nerves worked into a frenzy. Talking to Mr. Blackbourne was the right decision, but doing so made me anxious. 
Eventually Silas took an exit into North Charleston. He wound his way through a business district, where storefronts were either in severe disrepair or boarded up.
He checked his phone and tapped at the map on the screen. He drove on for a little longer, slowing in front of an old brick storefront. The faded signs said it used to be a hardware store. Cardboard and newspaper covered the front window. Part of the covered windows were painted over with graffiti.
Silas drove past the building and parked a couple of blocks away against the curb. He and I were unlatching our seatbelts when my door was flung open without me touching it. A person bent in, reaching for me.
Silas instantly grabbed my arm, tugging me toward him protectively.
Dr. Green popped his head in on my side, looking at me and then he smiled. “Good morning beautiful,” he said. His eyes were wide awake, playful. He must have gotten some good sleep recently. He usually looked tired. 
“You shouldn’t sneak up on us,” Silas said, slowly releasing me. “I almost punched you.”
“You should look before you punch,” Dr. Green said. He winked at me and then held his hand out. “Come on, Sang. I only just heard you were coming along.”
“I didn’t know you were here,” I said and took his hand, stepping out onto the sidewalk beside him.
“If we can convince these kids to trust us, I should take them over to the hospital for physicals.” Dr. Green wore jeans and a yellow polo shirt, looking younger to me since he was dressed down. His sandy blond hair was windblown in the back. He closed the car door behind me and Silas joined us on the sidewalk. Dr. Green motioned to an alleyway. “Come on, we’re hiding over here. I just got here, too.”
I walked beside them. We turned a corner, and found Kota, Victor and Nathan waiting. They crouched on top of some old crates, heads huddled together as they talked. 
Nathan was in jeans and a tank shirt with a light, red jacket, and wore a headset. Kota was in jeans and a long sleeve T-shirt, and had his phone out in his hand. Victor looked stylish but out of place in his Armani shirt and black slacks. He had his laptop on a crate in front of him, and wore a headset identical to Nathan’s. 
Kota looked up and I could tell from that one glance he wasn’t completely comfortable with me being there, but he changed his expression quickly to a pleasant smile. “Good morning,” he said.
I nodded and said a quiet good morning. His concerned looked made me question the dangerousness of the situation. What exactly were we going to do? Visions of Luke and I breaking into a house popped into my head. I hoped we weren’t going to be getting shot at today.
“They’re inside,” Victor said. He reached back, pulling up another crate. He positioned it beside him and then looked at me pointedly, tapping the top of the crate. I got the hint and sat beside him. He smiled and his fire eyes flickered with life. “Luke snuck in already. He’s done a head count. There’s seven.”
“Are there any more around here?” Dr. Green asked.
“He can’t tell,” Victor said. “He’s only seen the seven. They’re all in the back room. I think it’s the most secure, and there’s plenty of escape routes. Luke saw a few noisemaker traps near the doors. It’s like they’ve done this before: squatting in an abandoned place, knowing to run if they hear anything unusual.”
“They’re just kids?” Dr. Green asked.
“Looks like,” Kota said. He finished with his phone and then put it in his pocket. “We need to get Silas wired.”
“He’s going in alone?” I asked.
“He looks like them,” Kota said. “They might trust him.”
I looked at Silas, who stood tall and broad-shouldered. “Are you sure?” I asked.
The boys shared glances with each other, and then everyone turned to Silas.
Silas shifted on his feet, looking uncertain. “I don’t exactly look their age.”
“You’re big, but you’re fine,” Kota said.
“You’ve known him for too long,” Dr. Green said. “You have to look at him as if you’ve never met him before. Maybe he looks the same race, but he’s still a stranger and if he’s intimidating, they may run. If that happens, we don’t stand a chance to find them again.”
“We’re still taking a risk,” Kota said. “He doesn’t speak Spanish, Nathan does, and he’s just as intimidating.”
“Maybe I should go,” I said.
Kota shook his head instantly. Nathan started to as well. “No,” Kota said.
“Kota,” Dr. Green said, stepping closer. “We don’t have a lot of time, and Mr. Blackbourne thought it’d be useful if she were here.”
“Not when we don’t know if they’ll attack any of us on sight.”
“I think they’re more prone to running than fighting. And they’d be even less prone to fight if Silas is next to her.”
“Luke’s in there already,” Victor said. “He can watch out for her.”
Nathan swung his eyes from the others to me and then shifted from foot to foot. “And I could follow in behind,” Nathan said.
I met with Nathan’s blue eyes, serious and yet unsure now. His decision depended on the others and what they thought. Nathan smiled slightly at me but then glanced again at Kota. I sensed he didn’t like going against Kota. There was a friendship there that probably made it difficult to do so.
Kota’s eyes swept over his team, his green eyes dancing behind his glasses, calculating. He touched gently at the bridge. “There’s more at risk there than that, too. I don’t know if we can afford it.”
Afford what? I waited for more detail, hoping he was going to explain why we couldn’t afford it. I checked with the others. They looked anxious, brows furrowed, lips pursed. They were starting to change their minds. “I don’t understand,” I said.
“It’s complicated,” Victor said quietly. He swept back some of his wavy hair from his eyes and then shifted to unbutton his sleeves and fold the material back toward his elbows. “Academy rules.”
“If Mr. Blackbourne wants her here,” Dr. Green said, “then he thinks we can afford it. No matter what, the job will cover it.”
“We need the favors,” Kota said. “We’re running low.”
“What favor?” I asked. “We need favors?” This was different. It wasn’t just about Kota making sure I was safe. There were reasons beyond what I was seeing; Kota was looking at all the angles.
Their eyes turned to me. Kota made a face. “We need to stop talking about it.”
“Maybe not talking about it with her is the problem,” Silas said.
They turned to him. He was usually so quiet when we were all together, that hearing his voice now was surprising. I looked up at him, and he seemed so much taller since I was sitting on the crate.
Silas met Kota’s eyes, looking calm and composed. “I know this isn’t the place,” he said, “but the reason why she jumps in half of the time is because she doesn’t know what is expected and how this works. Mr. Blackbourne is right. She’s either in or out. We can’t have her in the middle. Not when she’s working with us like this.”
“We need to talk about it later,” Dr. Green said before Kota or Victor could speak. “Right now, there are little lives in there and we need to go get them.”
“Can I go in after Silas?” I asked. “Would that be better? If they respond to him, I don’t have to. I’ll only say something if they’re scared of him.”
“She looks their age,” Dr. Green said. “Come on, Kota. You’ve got to see she can handle this. They are just kids in there.”
“Scared kids,” Kota said.
“Who want to run off, not fight,” Victor said.
Kota frowned.
“I can go, too,” Nathan said. “I can pull her out if they do start fighting. Silas can ward them off. And Luke is in there. He can help.”
Kota pressed a palm against his face. “Okay. Fine. But we need to cover the exits, and if we need to, we’ll guide them to a safer hiding spot before we can try again.”
Victor tapped at his computer. “There’s an Academy district a few blocks to the south.”
The Academy had a district? From the way Victor said it, it sounded like there was more than one. I pressed my lips together. Now wasn’t the time to ask.
“Lived in?” Kota asked.
“Being refitted,” he said. “We just reclaimed it. But it’s cleared right now, and there are monitors in the area.”
“It’ll have to do. If they don’t want to go with us, we’ll have them go there.” He turned to Nathan. “Convince them that authorities are looking to tear down this place. They have to move, and you know a safe location. I’ll have North go ahead and deposit supplies in one of the houses and open it up.”
Nathan nodded. “Just let me know which one. We can walk them over, if they let us.”
“Do it,” he said.
“Here,” Victor opened his palm, revealing three small earpieces. “Put these in.”
Silas and Nathan took one each. I started to reach for the other one, but Victor shifted to hold it between his fingers, showing it to me. “This is an ear bug. You’ll hear us, and I can hear you if you talk. It doesn’t have a great range, and there’s a short battery life, but it’s the best way to stay in contact without looking like you’re wired.”
“Oh,” I said. It seemed really sophisticated, but it looked like just an ear bud you’d get from a headphone set, just detached from the wire.
“I’ll put it in,” he said. I leaned over. He pulled aside some of my hair and then gently inserted the ear bug into my ear. He traced my ear lobe gently. “Is that okay? Comfortable?”
“It’s fine,” I said. It felt like an earbud. That’s all. I was more worried it might slip further into my ear and I wouldn’t be able to pull it out. It seemed to hold in place, though.
“I need a headset,” Kota said. “There’s three; one for each of them.”
“I want Sang’s headset,” Dr. Green said.
“I should have it,” Victor said.
Kota rolled his eyes. “You should be paying attention to Luke, Victor.”
Silas and Nathan guided me away from the guys before I could find out which one would get the headset I was linked to. Their open quarrel with who got it made my heart race, but going toward the broken down building added to it in a different way. 
I stood between Silas and Nathan in front of the old hardware store. Feeling small between the two of them, I swallowed, staring at the dilapidated doors, wondering what to do.
The others blocked off the other exists with Kota and Dr. Green monitoring. Victor was in the alley. We were waiting to go in slowly.
While we were waiting, cars occasionally passed on the road. Each time I heard one, I instinctively turned to check for a silver BMW. “Where is Mr. Blackbourne, anyway?” I asked, trying to sound casual but knowing he’d said he was on the way. Would he be upset that I was going in?
“Keeping our tails busy,” Nathan said.
I’d almost forgotten, but it made sense that someone had to stop our followers from chasing us around when they were doing things like this. Mr. Hendricks hadn’t given up trying to catch us out with something that would get the boys kicked out of school. 
Silas, without saying a word, moved to the left. Nathan followed, and I did, too. He was probably getting instructions from Kota.
“How are you doing, Pookie?” Dr. Green said softly in my ear.
“Fine,” I said, a smile on my lips at the endearing nickname. “How are you, Dr. Sean?”
“Don’t talk too much,” he said. “If you’re going in, you should be quiet so you don’t spook them too early.”
“Okay,” I whispered.
“Haven’t seen you much outside of school lately,” he said.
“I thought you were working.”
“I should bring you to work with me.”
“Okay,” I said, wanting to say something more, but we were approaching the door.
“I’ll hold you to that,” he said.
“Are we ready?” Nathan asked as he put his hand on the door.
Silas nodded. I stood behind him, waiting.
Nathan twisted the handle and opened the door slowly. How did Luke manage to get inside without the kids in there knowing about it? I didn’t see a way in from the roof, and the windows were boarded up.
I’d seen a few Academy jobs. Some I didn’t know the full reason for. This was one of the first ones where I’d been invited along and sort of understood the purpose. There were kids, runaways perhaps, inside this building and they wanted to take them to a safe place and figure out what to do with them. It seemed like something the police might handle. It made me wonder how the Academy chose to do certain things, like the job at school. What drove them?
Nathan stuck his head in through the doorway, checked out the inside quickly, and then stepped back. He motioned to me. “You should go in first,” he said.
My eyes widened. “I said I would be behind Silas.”
“If they see you first, they may not bolt,” Nathan said. “I was just thinking. I mean, it’s a cultural thing I learned in a language class I was taking at the university. Silas might look the part, but he’s still intimidating. We need them to listen. If we push them too hard, they’ll just run. That’s how it is when they cross the border illegally. They’ll run and scatter.”
“Do I say anything?”
“Say hola.”
I repeated it. “Just say that?” I asked. “One word?”
“I’ll take care of the rest.”
I glanced back at Silas who nodded, looking concerned, but still urged me inside with a wave of his hand.
Kota wouldn’t like the change of plans. I wondered why Nathan was doing this now. Was it because we were out of earshot of Kota that he felt more comfortable in taking this risk? I wanted to get it over with and hoped Kota wouldn’t be upset if it went okay. At least I had the boys covering me.
I stepped inside. The room was littered with fast food wrappers, beer and soda cans. The smell was horrifying. It was a cool November day, but the dampness from outside seeped in, so it was chill in the shadows. There was wall shelving, half torn down. Some shelves held old cans of paint, the labels faded and peeling.
I cringed, making myself as small as possible. There was so much to look at that it was hard to focus in front of me so I didn’t step into something. I checked back with Nathan, who pointed forward.
“You’re doing great, sweetheart,” Dr. Green said quietly in my ear.
I wanted to say something back but stopped myself. 
Ahead were a couple of doors. Nathan pointed to one. I opened it and there was a small hallway. It wound around to the back.
“Say it,” Nathan whispered.
“Hola?” I called out softly.
There was a small stirring, but nothing more.
Nathan shooed me into the hallway. Silas followed, my shadow. Nathan covered the door. He circled his hand, encouraging me to keep going.
“Hola?” I said again, trying to say it a little louder.
“Si?” came a voice.
“Shhh,” another one said.
I stepped closer, pausing in the doorway at the end of the hallway and looking in.
Inside, I could only see two kids. They were taller than me. A boy and a girl. The stood with hands clutched together, eyes wild. Near the walls closer to me were worn blankets and sheets on top of newspapers piled up together. There were clothes on the floor, and containers of old food. They’d been staying here for at least a few days, if not longer.
From behind the boy and girl came another voice. This one spoke in Spanish, too fast for me to even try to catch up with. It made me realize there were more behind the two, just in the shadow. Being protected.
“Shhh,” said the girl in front.
“Hola,” I said quietly.
The girl looked at me, her eyebrows going together. The boy tilted his head. They wore jeans and T-shirts, their clothes dirty and ill-fitting.
I stood quietly, thinking it best to move slowly so they could size me up. “Are you all okay?” I asked quietly. “Do any of you speak English?”
Again they stared at me. I wasn’t sure if they weren’t willing to talk because I was a stranger or they didn’t understand.
I held my hand out slowly, in an I-won’t-hurt-you motion, then I pointed to myself. “Sang,” I said. “My name is Sang.”
Again, no reply.
I looked back at Silas and Nathan who were still out of sight in the hallway.
The two moved together, slowly. I looked back at the kids, who were easing over, looking at the door and then at me.
Nathan appeared first. The girl started to back up, eyes wide, and she turned, gripping one of the smaller kids who had been hiding behind her. The child looked to be barely a year old. The boy started to open the door.
It caught. There was something blocking it behind.
“Wait,” I said quietly. “We won’t hurt you.”
“No te haremos daño,” Nathan said.
The boy stopped, putting his back to the door frame. He made fists. “Vete. Nosotros no queremos aquí. ¿Cómo se enteró de nosotros?”
I didn’t need Nathan to interpret to tell me the boy was warning us to back off and go away.
“We won’t hurt you,” Nathan said. He said something in Spanish and I understood he was repeating himself in their language. He said something else, too, longer and then finished in English. “We want to help.”
The boy started to talk. The girl talked over him, both of them speaking in Spanish.
Silas started to retreat behind us. Where was he going? He was tapping at his head, tilting it and listening. He returned to the front.
I turned my attention to the group. Now that the two older ones had moved, I realized what I’d thought was shadow before was actually the other kids. I counted all seven: four boys, three girls. The two oldest ones looked to be our age, and the rest ranged all the way down to the one year old. Seven wide-eyed dirty faces looked at us, the youngest waiting for the older ones to tell them what to do.
My heart tugged at the sight of the smaller ones who looked terrified. If only they knew. We’d help if they’d let us.
Nathan started talking then. He rattled on in Spanish, without looking at me, completely focused on the kids. He addressed the boy, then the girl. The boy interrupted him, sounding defensive and then made a shooing motion, warning us to go away. Nathan held up his hands, spoke again, motioned to me and then continued talking.
I’d never heard Nathan use Spanish. I wasn’t even sure I had known he could speak the language. I learned new things about the boys all the time; that one more new thing cropped up didn’t surprise me, I was just in awe of his ability.
I stepped closer, trying to look unthreatening.
One of the kids looked out from behind the others, staring right at me. I smiled, or tried to. I was mostly trying not to hide behind Nathan and feel so nervous, like one false move could send them all scattering.
Footsteps returned behind us. I turned to see Silas was back, carrying bottles of water, and on top were a couple of plastic bags.
The moment Silas stepped into view, the boy and the girl immediately pulled back. The boy jammed his shoulder into the door. The girl barked at the little ones. I imagined she was telling them to get ready to run.
“Wait!” I cried, holding up my hands.
“¡Espera!” Nathan said. “Please, don’t run.”
The boy stopped for a moment, but kept his grip on the doorknob.
I stepped back slowly, taking some of the bottles of water from Silas. I thought it’d be better if I did it.
I tucked one under an arm, opened the other and then brought them both forward, holding them out to the girl.
The girl stared at me.
“Trajimos agua,” Nathan said, in a calmer voice. “Water. We brought water. Agua.”
Silas suddenly stepped forward. “Agua,” he said quietly slightly accented.
They seemed to relax at this, studying the two of them.
“Pensamos que estabas sediento. Podemos hablar?” Nathan said.
“Podemos hablar?” Silas repeated.
How brilliant! My heart leapt. Silas may not know the language, but he could appear to be just like them if he repeated Nathan a bit. I was happy to let them talk. I held out the bottles again, stepping forward once more.
The girl stepped forward, taking the bottles from me. She passed them to the kids, who spilled out from behind her to grab for the bottles.
“We’ve got more,” I said, taking the other bottles from Silas and opening one.
Silas knelt, and the kids came up, each taking their own from him. I helped the smaller ones open the bottles. Inside the bags were white crackers and granola bars. I imagined someone had these in their car and thought to provide them as a peace offering. 
The older girl kept an eye on us, listening as Nathan and the boy talked.
I leaned into Silas. “I think we did it,” I whispered.
“Good job, Pookie,” Dr. Green said in my ear.
The satisfaction settled in. We did it. Yes, I definitely wanted into the Academy. If this was a job, and the boys were participating in helping other people, this was what I wanted to do.
 
 



BREAKFAST WITH MR. BLACKBOURNE
 
 
Things moved quickly then. Nathan told the kids we were there to help and how we could do so. Once we proved we weren’t with Border Patrol and we weren’t there to ship them home, it made things easier. 
I empathized with their reluctance to return home. I wondered what must have happened to them to run from their parents as they had. If I’d run off instead of meeting Kota, would I have ended up in a rundown building like this?
Kota had us escort the group of kids to the front doors. Nathan explained they wanted to make sure they were healthy, and they would take them to the hospital. When the boy didn’t want to, the girl overrode his decision and said they’d go. It seemed one of the younger boys had allergic reactions to the sheets, either from bedbugs or fleas, and was getting a rash on his leg. 
Kota pulled up near the entrance with a black box van. Dr. Green met us at the door. 
The boy yelled and pointed at the van. 
“No,” Nathan said to him. “No, not taking you back.” He repeated himself in Spanish. He continued to repeat anything he said in both English and Spanish.
Kota remained quiet, as did the others. Nathan did all the talking, which made me nervous at first, but then I understood Nathan was developing a rapport with them. He’d be the one to stay with them until they settled somewhere safe.
“This is just so we can take everyone in the same car,” Nathan said. “Unless you’d like to split up into different cars. We just thought you’d like to stay together.” He repeated this in Spanish and then added, “It’s up to you.”
The boy started to talk, but the girl spoke over him, nodding her head. “Yes,” she said. “Si.” She continued to talk in Spanish and then moved toward the van. The little ones followed. Dr. Green opened up the door, and they piled in.
They all went into the van, with some of the smaller ones sitting in laps. None reached for a seatbelt. Kota turned his head, started to say something, but Dr. Green sliced his hand through the air, silently telling him to let go. “Just drive carefully for now,” Dr. Green said. “We’re not far from the hospital. Let’s just get them there.”
Kota pursed his lips, still slightly frowning but nodded. He only wanted them to be safe. I did, too. 
Nathan climbed into the passenger seat next to Kota and then they were off.
I stood aside with Silas and Dr. Green on the sidewalk, watching the others drive off. 
Luke materialized beside us. His blond hair was tied back in a black elastic to make a ponytail and his T-shirt was a little big on him, which made me think at first it might be North’s, but it was blue, so perhaps it was someone else’s. His clothes were covered in dirt and grime and his face was smeared with dust. Cobwebs hung from his hair. 
He stood quietly beside us, looking up the road after the van. “I didn’t get the chance to ask them what their tacos taste like in Mexico.”
Dr. Green turned toward him, breaking into a smile. “I imagine they taste like tacos here, only more...Mexican.”
“I wonder what Mexican taste like,” Luke said. He grinned and then patted at his clothes. “All I’m going to get now is drive-through breakfast. Maybe a Denny’s will let me in.”
“We’re not far from my house,” Victor said, strolling up from around the corner. His sleeves were still rolled up, and hanging from his shoulder was a leather messenger bag. He smiled at me quickly and then looked to Luke. “We’ve got a new cook.”
“Can she make tacos for breakfast?” Luke asked.
“We can ask.” 
“I’ve got to get to the hospital,” Dr. Green said. He sighed and then reached out to me, which surprised me because for a second I thought he wanted to walk past me and I took a step back, bumping into Silas. Silas put a hand on my back to steady me.
“Well fine,” Dr. Green said, raking back his sandy blond hair that had blown into his eyes. “I’ll give you both a hug.” He reached out, grabbing Silas by the shoulders and with me between them, hugged.
Silas, once he realized what was happening, wrapped his broad arms around Dr. Green’s shoulders. They squeezed together.
I was squished between them, my face pressed against Dr. Green’s shoulder, Silas pressing into my back. Dr. Green’s sunny ginger scent filled my nose, along with Silas’s ocean. It was an unusual combination and my nose tickled, wanting to sneeze. My arms were out wide between them, unable to bend to hug.
I blushed from head to toe, though secretly I enjoyed the warmth and amusing moments after stressing out about the kids we found. “Ugh,” I said. 
Luke and Victor laughed. Silas chuckled, the deep sound reverberating against my bones.
Dr. Green finally let go. I wobbled a step and then breathed in fully. Dr. Green smoothed out his shirt and then winked at me. “Are you busy? Perhaps you and I could go check out the babies again. There’s new ones now and—”
“Hey there,” Luke called out. “About time he showed up.”
Dr. Green’s face shifted from happy to confused until he turned. I realized Dr. Green was asking me to join him at the hospital. The last time we looked in on the babies, he considered it a date. Was he trying to ask for a date?
The moment vanished as a light gray, almost silver BMW rolled up to the curb. 
Mr. Blackbourne stopped the car and left it running but stepped out. Gray suit, maroon tie, as elegant as ever. His soft brown hair appeared freshly cut and brushed back away from his face. His steel eyes sparked behind the black-rimmed glasses. A polished diamond that looked out of place in the broken-down district.
I ducked behind Dr. Green and the others as they approached him. My hands smoothed over the jeans and light jacket that I wore over my T-shirt. The others were dressed similarly, but next to Mr. Blackbourne, a sense of being underdressed always hovered over me. 
Mr. Blackbourne focused on Luke, the steel in his gaze hardening. “Mr. Taylor, was it truly necessary to crawl through the attic work?”
Luke nodded, causing a string of dust to fall from his hair. The light smile on his face faded. He stood taller and addressed Mr. Blackbourne. “I felt it was,” he said. “There were a few options, but the attic gave me good sound cover. Plus, there were a few holes so I could get a visual.”
“You’ve been taking a few more risks lately,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “I understand your reasoning, but your safety is more important. Miss Sorenson is in need of a situational awareness class. Perhaps you’ll join her?”
My mouth dropped open hearing this. I needed situational awareness? There was a class? Where?
Luke’s head bobbed in an enthusiastic nod. “I could use a refresher, I guess. Besides, I’m hardly in any of her classes at school.” His gaze turned until he met my stare and he smiled more. “Can we take two?”
“Start with one,” Mr. Blackbourne said. He backed up a step, and his attention turned to Dr. Green. “Let’s get them out of here.”
“I was just about to,” Dr. Green said. He put an arm around my shoulder and pulled me forward until I was beside him. “I thought I’d take Sang over to the hospital with us and—”
Mr. Blackbourne raised his open hand and sliced it through the air. “I understand, but I’m in need of Miss Sorenson to join me this morning. We have a few things to discuss. I’ll be taking her to breakfast.”
A silence fell among the group. My heart pumped heavily and my breath caught. It was a mix of feeling something intimate, and being called on by a teacher for being in trouble, and not knowing for sure what you’d done wrong. 
I ducked my head a touch, a slight smile on my lips, more to reassure the others that I wasn’t in trouble. At least I didn’t think I was.
Mr. Blackbourne moved himself around the car, and opened the passenger door for me. Excitement ignited my insides. They all did this, and while I was getting used to it, it seemed awkward still from Mr. Blackbourne. Rather, I felt awkward because he was perfection in leather shoes.
I settled into the seat, slipping a little against the gray leather. While Mr. Blackbourne walked around to the driver’s side, I did a short finger wave to the others.
Luke and Victor waved enthusiastically. Dr. Green gave me a wink, but there was something a little off in it. I wondered if he was disappointed I couldn’t join him at the hospital. 
Soon, once he was settled behind the wheel, Mr. Blackbourne took off amid the downtown streets of Charleston, and the barrier the other boys provided stripped away. I watched white strips of clouds amid morning blue sky just to avoid looking at him.
It wasn’t that I was nervous with him, but the topic I had to tell him about was difficult to start, and I wasn’t sure what else to talk about. How could someone like me convince the others to allow me to join the Academy with them? Was I even allowed to ask? 
Would the Academy even want someone like me? A girl with a dead mother, a stepmother that didn’t want her, and a father who had run away to a new family? I had my own family now, though I was always uncertain of my place in it. As much as I wanted to believe, I also didn’t want to assume too much of what exactly I was supposed to do.
“From what Mr. Morgan told me,” Mr. Blackbourne said, “you did well today.”
I tried to smile, though it felt like a grimace. How much had he heard? “The boys did most of the work,” I said quietly. 
“You don’t give yourself enough credit,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Although there wasn’t much to be done in this situation. Either they took a chance on listening to us or they ran, in which case, we could either try again or use alternate methods of reaching out to them.”
“What will happen to them?” I asked.
“More than likely, their parents will be found,” he said. “They probably don’t have jobs, so they sent their kids to the states to hopefully become part of the system.” He turned the car down a road in Charleston where there were shops on either side. While I was distracted looking at storefronts and people walking by, he continued. “In any case, we’ll find a better life for them than living on the streets or being separated into foster homes.”
I smiled now, glad to have been a small part of helping others get involved with the Academy. I trusted them to take care of the kids and find them suitable homes, no matter what had happened to them. I was curious as to where they might go and how it might work out, but I understood with the Academy, it might not always be possible to follow every step of the process. You simply had to trust.
A couple more miles and Mr. Blackbourne pulled up along the street to park. We were in a part of downtown Charleston, in front of a restaurant that sat on a corner. The other three corners were bank buildings. There weren’t many people out on a Sunday morning, but the restaurant, simply named Toast, had a couple sitting on the bench out front, gazing up and down the street, looking fresh-faced and excited about the day. Other than that, the restaurant itself appeared as if it hadn’t opened yet.
“Is this place suitable?” Mr. Blackbourne asked.
I was gazing at the windowed doors, seeking out signs of life inside. I nodded quietly. Toast. I guessed it was a place that had great toast? It was a curious little corner restaurant with green wooden wall boxes on either side of the door. Each green box had a front window, and inside each window, a menu was displayed. 
So people could look at the menus before they went inside? It wasn’t something I’d heard about before, but then I hadn’t gone to many restaurants.
Mr. Blackbourne parked and opened his door to step out, walking quickly around to open my door before I’d managed to get the seatbelt off fully. He presented his hand and I took it. It was a process I was starting to get used to with the boys, and with some of them, the hand up was occasional, but Mr. Blackbourne did it every time.
Once I was standing on the sidewalk, I opened my hand to let go. Mr. Blackbourne squeezed my fingers gently, holding on while he closed the car door. His cool skin warmed itself against mine.
My heart did a nervous flip, vibrating through my chest. I wasn’t expecting it. There was a small part of me that thought to pull away, but then his hand felt cold, and the better part of me thought it was a good thing for me to help warm it.
He clasped my fingers between his and then slowly slid up to the palm to press his into mine and held it there. He turned, without looking at me, toward the doors of the restaurant and continued on.
With him holding onto me, it forced me to walk beside him, and I scurried to keep up. Again, I felt out of place in jeans and informal clothes with him dressed up, even if it was what he wore every day.
I wondered what he wore at home when he wasn’t out in public. Could I even imagine him in pajamas? Or even wearing jeans?
I pressed the thought down.
Mr. Blackbourne walked toward the doors. The moment we were there, he released my hand, moving ahead to open the door.
I walked in, and he came up behind me and pressed a hand to my shoulder, as if to encourage me further in.
I was holding my breath, willing my heart to settle from the fury of beating. I’d been out with Mr. Blackbourne before to a golf club, and there we’d needed to look like a couple on a date. 
This time, it felt like we were a couple on a date, without him saying so, and without me realizing it until this moment. It was like a date I’d read about in books, or watched on TV shows. 
The inside of Toast was darker than I had expected, even with the walls lined with windows. The paint and most of the décor was maroon, the tiles a light brown, with black tablecloths. There was a small counter in the center where two old gentlemen were sitting with cups of coffee, and a young man stood at the cash register nearby, pressing buttons on the screen.
The young man looked up, gave us a smile, and nodded toward the tables. “Good morning,” he said. “Please sit anywhere you’d like.”
I didn’t see anyone else working. Was he the only one? I thought of the diner with Uncle in the back, and sometimes just Luke working out front, and wondered if it was the same situation. 
Mr. Blackbourne guided me to a table by a window near the front where we could look out on the street. He stepped ahead of me to pull back one of the chairs, looking intently at me, waiting.
I swallowed, wondering how I was supposed to sit when someone held the chair for me. 
I moved forward and tried to get it over with. I sat quickly, and ended up half in the seat as he hadn’t finished pushing it in.
He released it the moment I touched down, and I adjusted a little, but not too much; I didn’t want to make him think he hadn’t done it right. It was probably better, because it forced me to sit up straight.
Mr. Blackbourne sat across from me. He met my eyes.
Nerves vibrated within me. His face, the serious expression, held something more. He was waiting to speak with me. Something was bothering him. I felt it.
Dread weighed down on me like a rock in my stomach. This wasn’t just breakfast. He had something to say. I had said I wanted to talk to him, but this was beyond that. He had deep concerns troubling his mind and he was waiting to tell me. Thoughts flew through my mind as to what it could be. I had to move back into my mother’s house because it wasn’t working living with Nathan. Someone complained about something I did. The Academy wasn’t accepting any more students at this time.
The waiter at the bar came to us with a couple of menus. “Good morning,” he said. “Beating the Sunday crowd, I see. We just opened.”
I forced a smile and looked to Mr. Blackbourne nervously, my tongue gluing itself to the top of my mouth. I wanted to say something to be polite, but I couldn’t find what to say. It wasn’t like he’d asked a question.
“When the churches release, it won’t be so quiet,” Mr. Blackbourne said, taking up the menu and glancing at it. I did the same, but only holding it up, because it felt rude to read it while the waiter was hovering and talking.
“Yeah,” the waiter said. “You would have thought the two churches close to this place would release their Sunday mass at different times. Give them to us in shifts instead of all at once.”
“I believe they like releasing at the same time for a different purpose.” Mr. Blackbourne looked up from his menu, facing the waiter. “It’s more a show of numbers and identifying who attended where. Seen and be seen.”
“I’d believe that,” the waiter said. He then glanced at me and smiled. “Could I get you two anything to drink?”
Drink? How could I know when you were talking? I forced myself to glance at the menu, my eyes scanning to find something that was a drink. My eyes had a hard time adjusting since I was nervous. I couldn’t say why exactly. The waiter wasn’t unfriendly, but I didn’t know him and he was easy with his conversation; I was afraid of being sucked into it and unable to respond.
“Could we have water for the moment?” Mr. Blackbourne asked. 
“Right away,” the waiter said, nodded and smiled again at me before he walked back behind a kitchen door and disappeared.
My heart eased, just a little. I studied the menu now, trying to prepare an answer for the inevitable question of what I’d like to eat. I’d already talked to enough people I didn’t know today and I was already worn out.
“Do you prefer an omelet or French toast?” Mr. Blackbourne asked.
Toast’s menu featured all day breakfast like the diner. I went through the menu quickly, checking prices along with what would be easy to eat. I was too nervous for anything heavy, though. “I think I’d like something with fruit,” I said.
“Oatmeal?” he asked.
“I was looking at the yogurt.”
He nodded. “Would you care for something besides water?”
“Juice?” I didn’t mean for it to be a question, but I wasn’t sure what I wanted. I thought of orange juice and then I realized it might taste funny with the yogurt. That and lately when I drank orange juice, it wasn’t long before my throat was scratchy so I usually didn’t drink much. 
Mr. Blackbourne moved the menu from his face and looked at me. “I believe Mr. Lee mentioned you like mocha coffee?”
My lips parted and my cheeks heated. How much did Kota and Mr. Blackbourne talk about me? “Nathan usually buys the Mocha Frappuccino bottles from the store and I drink those. I haven’t tried much else.”
A smooth eyebrow arched. “Would you like to try an iced mocha here?” 
I slightly shrugged and nodded at the same time. It sounded interesting. Trying something new. There was so much to try in the world, and I wasn’t sure where to start. 
Mr. Blackbourne glanced once more at the menu and then placed it on the table. I put mine down, too. He’d unbuttoned the front of his jacket but kept it on. Sitting up straight like he was, with his lips pressed together, and the steel in his eyes, he was striking. I’d thought Luke could be a model, but Mr. Blackbourne could, too, only for elegant clothes like suits. 
“Before I start,” he said, “you’d said you wanted to talk. Is anything wrong?”
I shook my head quickly. I edged my finger along the seam of my jeans, seeking out some focus. “From what I understand, I can’t join...I can’t sign up for the Academy unless Kota and the others agree I can. Or something like that.”
“They could probably hinder your eligibility in some way, but they couldn’t stop you altogether if it was what you truly wanted,” he said. “It is true, though, that Mr. Lee doesn’t think you should. He believes you’ve been through enough and he wouldn’t like you to have a life similar to what we lead.”
“Don’t I already?” I asked.
Mr. Blackbourne touched gently at the very corner of his glasses, adjusting what was already perfect. “I don’t share his sentiment. I believe he’s more afraid for you, which is something he faces regularly, every day, with everyone on his team.” His steel eyes narrowed on me. “But fear is something we shouldn’t allow to make our choices for us.”
“How could I convince him?”
Mr. Blackbourne’s lips twitched. “Time, I think. Part of it isn’t really the danger, either, I believe.”
“What’s the other part?”
“It’s what we’ve talked about before. About family. About trying to keep us together, and making sure we all get to know you well.”
I wanted to ask questions, to figure out exactly what he meant, but I couldn’t form the words. How much did they need to get to know me? How much time would that take?
The waiter returned then with two glasses of water. He looked at me. “Are we ready to order?”
“She’d like the fruit and yogurt with an iced mocha,” Mr. Blackbourne said quickly. He picked up the menus from the table and passed them over. “I’ll have the garden omelet and a regular coffee.”
“Cream and sugar?” the waiter asked.
Mr. Blackbourne nodded. The waiter took the menus and walked away. Mr. Blackbourne sipped at his water before he continued with me. “This was part of what I wanted to talk to you about. I suppose we should start there. The time is coming when we should be together on this, and it may happen sooner than I’d hoped.”
“What will happen?” I asked, suddenly more nervous. 
“The Academy is asking to meet you, in a way,” he said. 
I waited, hoping he’d provide more of an answer. His steel eyes fixed on me but nothing came from him. 
“Is that bad?” I asked.
“It might be,” he said. “It depends on our reaction to you, and your reaction to them. They know some of the story, but not the whole of it.”
“What don’t they know?”
“They realized your parents are gone, but only a handful of people know why. They also know we’ve taken a special interest in you. They don’t know it’s because we’d like for you to join our family, or that you’d like to join us.”
I caught on to his meaning. “I’ll need to convince Kota before I meet them?”
He nodded. “We’re probably lucky the holidays are coming up. That’ll give us some time, but I have a feeling New Year will be our first meeting. Which means we’ve got about a month.”
My eyes widened and my hands balled into fists under the table. That wasn’t much time at all. “What do I do? Where do we start?”
“Again, we’re lucky the holidays are coming up. We’ll have more free time,” he said. He held up fingers and counted off. “Mr. Morgan, Mr. North Taylor and Mr. Korba, so far, I believe are in agreement. Mr. Lee needs convincing, we know. Mr. Griffin is on the fence, but if Mr. Lee agrees, I feel he’ll follow. The others I’m not sure about, although I believe if you expressed your interest, they could be persuaded.”
I counted off in my head, Victor, North and Silas, versus Kota and Nathan. Luke, I thought, was on my side. Gabriel I wasn’t sure about. “What about Dr. Green?”
“He’s on my side,” Mr. Blackbourne said quickly.
“And what is your side?” I asked.
Mr. Blackbourne’s lips shifted, and that millimeter smile appeared. It threatened to distract me from his next words. “Believe it or not, I’m on your side. I wouldn’t force you into the Academy if you didn’t want it.” He leaned in a little then, the steel in his eyes softening to something more silver. “And if you told me you prefer to stay out of it, I’d respect that, too. You’ll always have the choice. No matter what, we’ll be here for you.”
My heart warmed. I did want in the Academy, but I liked knowing I didn’t have to join to stay with them. That lead me to another thought and I nervously glanced around at the gentlemen drinking coffee at the counter, wishing we’d picked to go somewhere more private. “If...if for some reason I can’t convince them, would it be better if I told the Academy I wasn’t interested in joining.”
“Maybe,” he said quietly. “But I don’t want you to lie to them, and I don’t want to hold you back, either.”
I wasn’t sure what he’d be holding me back from. I’d already participated in their jobs, even if I didn’t join them on every single one of them. Most of the time I didn’t know where they’d gone or what they were doing. Being outside of the Academy felt more like I was being held back. I’d rather put off signing up for the Academy until we were all ready rather than signing up too soon if Kota wasn’t on board yet.
“There’s another part we’ll have to straighten out, too,” he said.
I was about to ask what it was when our coffees were delivered. The waiter politely informed us our breakfasts would be out very shortly. He dropped off a creamer and sugar for Mr. Blackbourne, nodded to us and then turned to address other customers just coming in.
My eyes flitted to the family that had entered, waiting to be seated. Mr. Blackbourne started with his coffee and it distracted me. I watched as he poured in cream, and then one sugar and stirred with the spoon. He picked up the cup, sipped it quickly and then put it down. 
I picked up my own coffee, thinking to drink it before he asked me to. It wasn’t like the bottled coffee I was used to. It had more coffee in it and wasn’t as sweet, but it tasted fine. There was a bitterness to it underneath. I preferred the Frappuccinos. 
Mr. Blackbourne seemed to ease then. “I have some news. Your stepmother has come out of her critical condition and is asking for Marie.”
I waited, anticipating him saying she’d been asking for me, too. After a second, I realized that wasn’t the case. Of course she wouldn't ask for me. She didn’t like me. Still, the news was something I’d been dreading. “Does this mean she’ll be out of the hospital soon?”
“Not yet,” he said. “It seems her mental state is somewhat unstable still. Dealing with an illness this extreme can be hard on anyone.”
They couldn’t keep her in the hospital forever. I didn’t know much about insurance, only what my father used to complain about over the years when my mother so often went into the hospital. The longer she stayed, the higher the bill got. She’d been away for a while, and would be there longer still. The costs must be great and adding up every moment. I tried to forget about it for now. “But she’s asking for Marie.”
“We’d like to see if you could talk to her, though,” he said quietly. 
I gazed down at the mocha, looking at the ice through the glass. This felt like he was asking me to fulfill some family obligation. I ought to see her because she was the stepmother I’d grown up with and that should mean something. I should have been asking to see her before now, and possibly insisting Marie and I go. It wasn’t my stepmother’s fault she was the way she was. She’d done horrible things to me but she was ill.
I wanted to say this, but I couldn’t. In some way, after she’d gone, and especially since moving out of the house, I hadn’t been sure if I’d see her again. In small ways, the boys told me I wouldn’t. Some of them may have been unsure about wanting me to join the Academy, but all of them wanted me to stay, in one form or another, with them.
Our breakfast came out then. The waiter placed my yogurt and fruit on the table, followed by Mr. Blackbourne’s omelet with spinach, tomato and mushrooms. Now that I’d smelled egg, though, I was hungry for it. Still, my stomach probably couldn’t take much more than a bite or two. 
The waiter nodded politely to us and then moved on. 
I focused on the yogurt, grapes, strawberries and granola in front of me. I mimicked Mr. Blackbourne, unfolding the napkin, placing it in my lap.
Mr. Blackbourne took a couple of bites and touched his napkin to his lips before he continued speaking. “The reason I’m asking you to talk to her is actually for our own purposes. Otherwise I wouldn’t ask you to do it. There’s no need to see her again after this unless you wish to.”
I lifted my head and his gaze held mine. “Do you need something?” I asked.
“We’ve been having some trouble,” he said. “It’s what I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”
My eyebrows shifted and I put my spoon down, waiting. 
Suddenly his eyes dropped to his food. He placed his silverware down quietly. 
This was it. This was the heavy weight he’d carried since we’d sat down. 
“I hope you’ll forgive me for interfering,” he said. He picked up his head and the silver in his eyes sparked. “We’ve been investigating your father and your mother...your real mother.”
The restaurant quieted then, or it was my own silence inside me, as my heart paused and I couldn’t breathe. I stared at him, disbelieving. My real mother was someone I tried to think about, but because of the activity around us, couldn’t. Sometimes at night though, I wondered about who I was, and who she was, and how all this had happened. I wondered how my life would have been different if I’d grown up with her. 
The questions were too much to consider, and I often tucked them away, thinking instead of the boys, of school, of the current situations and the future of the Academy, instead of a past I had no clue about, and of things I couldn’t change.
“Did you find her?” I asked. 
He shook his head. “No,” he said. “That’s the problem. We’re unsure where to start. We traced back through your hometown for deaths around the time you were born, but no one stands out as being a possibility. Either she’s in a surrounding town, which might take a lot of time to track down, or we’re missing a clue. It’d be helpful if we could gather a hint from your stepmother.” 
I obviously didn’t come from nowhere, but the way he said it made it feel like I had. “My father didn’t mention her name.”
“We’ve tried different ways to approach him, but we don’t want him getting curious about you and coming back too soon. We didn’t want to alarm him by asking about her and have him make rash decisions.”
Too soon? If he came back, I suspected he’d want me to move back in with my sister. They didn’t want that. I didn’t want it. 
“The only person we’re aware of that might know is your stepmother,” he continued. “You’ve got every right to know, and she might be willing to tell you. She’s in a more stable condition now. Even if she didn’t want to tell you for your own sake, she might tell you to spite him. We’ll have to take advantage of that. We just need a name.”
Why? I asked the question repeatedly to myself. How much would finding out change? I glanced again at my yogurt, suddenly not hungry, but afraid at the same time to not eat and waste Mr. Blackbourne’s money. I scooped out a bite and ate it, giving myself time to consider how to answer.
Part of me didn’t want to know. As much as I’d wondered about it, I was terrified to find out. It was why I’d never asked. My stepmother made it sound like my father had something to do with her death, and my father led me to believe that he cared about her a great deal. Either way, it sounded like she was underage at the time I was born, and I couldn’t imagine being sixteen, the age I was now, and be pregnant and have to deal with it. 
It was the part I didn’t want to face, a past I wasn’t sure I should know about. Not thinking of it was almost like it was a story rather than reality, and I could almost pretend it had nothing to do with me.
Was that the life I wanted to lead? Not knowing who I really was? I was afraid of the truth. Mr. Blackbourne was sitting across from me, telling me he had been trying to find it and now was asking me to participate.
I didn’t want to. It might change me. Somehow, it felt like if I found my real family, my mother’s family, maybe I’d be forced to return to them. What if they wanted me to come stay with them? Could I tell them no?
Would I want to?
I stared down, unwilling to meet his gaze. I didn’t want to tell him what I was thinking. “I don’t know,” I said quietly.
“You shouldn’t be afraid of her,” he said in a sharp tone. “She can’t hurt you again.”
“It isn’t that,” I said, although I was afraid of my stepmother. I was afraid I’d talk to her and she’d yell at me again and tie me up and put me in the closet, or in a shower, even if the fear might be unrealistic and the boys wouldn’t allow it. I was also scared she’d tell me far more than I wanted to know. “Do we have to do this now?”
Time passed. I continued to stare at my yogurt. Mr. Blackbourne remained still on his side of the table. The knot in my stomach became bigger with every second that passed, neither of us willing to give in. He wanted answers. I wanted to forget it for now. I wasn’t ready to face it.
“No,” he said in a softer voice. “You don’t have to talk to her at all if you don’t want to. We can find another way.”
As he returned to his omelet, the silence became so heavy that I wanted to slip to the floor and hide under the table to relieve the pressure. I didn’t want to ever say no to Mr. Blackbourne, but now I was. He must have thought finding out my real mother was important to me, and I simply couldn’t deal with it right now. Ask me anything else. Ask anything of me. I’d do a million other things, but I couldn’t do this.
I closed my eyes, seeking out the words to explain to him. “It’s not important,” I said.
 “Back to the other matter,” he said quietly, granting me reprieve from the conversation about my mother. He spoke slowly, and quietly, and when I looked up, willing the discussion to go in this direction, his voice rose to normal tones. “I’m not fully aware of how Mr. Coleman feels about you joining the Academy. I think that’s the first step. To discover how they all feel about you joining. I’ve asked him, and he said he was okay with it, but I’m not convinced by his answer. He’s protective of you, and if Kota can convince him joining the Academy might put you at risk, he may reconsider.”
My heart was still heavy from the previous conversation, and I was eager for Mr. Blackbourne to give me another task so I could show I wasn’t angry or upset with him. I wanted to work on my place in my new family, and get some secure footing before I tiptoed out into muddy waters of the past. “I wanted to tell you that I would like to divide my time up a little better. I don’t get to see Gabriel as often as I’d like since he lives so far away.”
“If you need me to manage your schedule,” he said, “I’ll be able to do so. You’ll also need to let me know if you need free time to yourself.”
I nodded, although the thought of being alone wasn’t a big deal to me. “I’d rather focus on Gabriel for now. And then the others. Perhaps if I convinced everyone other than Kota, then maybe Kota will change his own mind.” I was repeating Silas’s thoughts from earlier, but it fit.
“It’s a possibility,” he said. He used his knife, cutting his omelet into pieces, and started to eat. He seemed to think while he ate, focusing on his food and occasionally looking up at me while he sipped at his coffee. 
I followed his actions, allowing myself to pick at the yogurt. My stomach was still knotted, so I slid the yogurt over a bit to look like I’d eaten more than I had. The fruit wasn’t as heavy, and I ate what I could of it.
Time passed as we were quiet. After denying his request to help him locate my real mother, something was different between us. We’d come to a crossroads. I wasn’t sure how to get around it. I wasn’t sure what to talk about other than the guys.
There wasn’t much I knew about Mr. Blackbourne personally.
That lead me to start listing things I could talk about with him. I glanced at his food. He liked garden omelets. He liked one sugar and a little bit of cream in his coffee. He could play violin and piano. What else could he do? What was the real Mr. Blackbourne like outside of school and the Academy?
If I needed to get to know and spend time with each of them, I needed to get to know all of them, including Mr. Blackbourne. Here I was having breakfast with him, and I found it difficult to start any conversation. 
I fought for a question. All of them sounded horrible in my head. So you like eggs? Have you played the violin lately?
I tried one that didn’t seem too weird. “What are your plans for the day?”
“Mr. Lee will be needing groceries for his house, but he’ll be busy with those children we brought in,” he said immediately, as if he’d been waiting for me to ask just that question. 
What an odd idea: Mr. Blackbourne at a grocery store. “You go grocery shopping for Kota?”
“For any of them,” he said. “If we’re gone on assignments, someone needs to stay behind and make it look like everything is normal. For those of us with family, we need to appear to be around more than we are. At least for now.”
“For now?”
“One day,” he said, “we won’t need to check in with parents. You’ll all be eighteen and then we’ll be on our own. You’ve got a bit of a head start.”
I hadn’t thought of it that way. My cheeks heated. I’d moved out, but I felt far from being grown up and on my own. I fiddled with my yogurt. “What happens when we’re all eighteen?”
“I could make some guesses,” he said. “Right now, though, we’re trying to survive our year in high school.” He picked up his napkin and dabbed it at his lips. “How’s your yogurt? Is it not to your liking?”
I should have guessed he’d notice I wasn’t eating much. “I wasn’t really hungry this morning,” I said. “The fruit is more than enough.”
“As long as you don’t forget to eat,” he said quietly. “Keep up your strength. We’ve got a ways to go. I know it hasn’t been easy, but all the hard work we’re putting in will pay off. Maybe not in ways we expected.”
I looked up at him then, at the gray eyes, and questioned his meaning silently. He met my gaze with confidence. In some way, it felt like whatever they were expecting, I was the interruption, the change to what they’d planned before.
I couldn’t formulate the question to ask his full meaning, but I was saved by the waiter bringing over the check and asking if he could box our food. Mr. Blackbourne paid quickly in cash and declined the boxes. 
When the waiter left with the cash, including tip, in hand, Mr. Blackbourne took one more sip of coffee and glanced at me. “I don’t want to rush you,” he said.
I shook my head quickly, pushed my chair back slightly and stood. I liked spending time with him, but felt like I’d ruined the moment earlier and wanted a chance to step away, rethink what happened, and perhaps come back later with an apology and an explanation. “I know you need to get going.”
He straightened his suit jacket, buttoning it back up and then touched the knot of his tie again. He guided me to walk with him toward the exit.
This time, I got just the slightest of touches near the base of my spine as we headed for the door. Fingertips only. No palm. No hand holding. He was tentative around me.
Don’t be like that. I didn’t want him to be uncomfortable. I wanted to go back and change my answers, but I couldn’t. I still felt like I needed to forget the past. My father refused to speak of it, and my stepmother had kept it tucked in her memory for sixteen years without a word until recently, a secret they’d meant to bury forever. Unearthing my mother’s history might mean something far worse to deal with than we could imagine. In my heart, I knew Mr. Blackbourne meant well, but could he possibly understand my feelings?
I didn’t want to let him think I was angry at him for it. I was actually touched that he was making an effort. I didn’t want us to change, whatever we were; part of a family. 
When we got to the door, Mr. Blackbourne moved ahead to open it, and stood by, waiting.
I caught my opportunity. Instead of moving far away from him to exit, I made sure to move straight past, as close as possible.
I reached out slightly, brushing my fingers against the back of his hand. 
“Thank you for breakfast,” I said quietly as I stepped outside. My heart was in my throat. Was that inappropriate to touch him? He was acting as a teacher, but he wasn’t really. Like Dr. Green, he was only three years older, and a spy for the Academy, not really someone in authority. He was part of our group.
There was a pause in the world. Mr. Blackbourne paused mid-step. His eyes were forward, his gaze steady. Not breathing. Not talking. Simply calmness. It was for only a second, but the second lasted a while, and I had enough time for my heart to skip and wonder if I’d been mistaken in how to handle my approach.
He followed immediately, letting the door close behind him. “My pleasure,” he said, quickly. “We should do this more often.”
I smiled and nodded, although I hoped more breakfasts with Mr. Blackbourne were friendlier and without confrontation.
I moved toward his car, and this time, his palm touched my lower back, warming a spot on my spine.
He knew I wasn’t upset with him, or he’d forgiven me for declining his request to talk to my stepmother. Either way, I felt I saved that bit of...whatever it was we had together.
I’d do whatever was necessary to keep it.
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Mr. Blackbourne drove for almost twenty minutes along the interstate, heading out of Charleston. Traffic was heavy. Mr. Blackbourne remained quiet the entire trip. 
I couldn’t blame him. My mind went over our conversation, and I sought out the words to express to him how I felt. Wasn’t it okay to let the past remain in the past? Wasn’t it more important to work on us now? He’d said we had a month to convince the Academy I should join with their team. That seemed much more important than digging up things that no longer mattered. If he was seeking out the past for what he thought was my benefit, I needed to find a way to let him know it was unnecessary. 
I let it go. I couldn’t imagine talking about it now. I needed space. I focused on Gabriel, and tried to think up ways to convince him that I should join the Academy. 
I breathed in the stronger scent of spring soap within the BMW. Try as I might, I wanted to be able to relax around Mr. Blackbourne and have a light conversation, but I couldn’t find the nerve or the right words to say.
Mr. Blackbourne took an exit and the signs all read North Charleston. The streets had potholes and faded white and yellow lines. We crossed over two sets of train tracks, past dilapidated homes with sunken in front porches and broken fences. He turned into a trailer park, driving slowly through the neighborhood.
The trailer park rested alongside another set of tracks running counter to the main road. I wondered if it was still active. Could people live so close to trains like that? Maybe it wasn’t active any more.
We pulled into a gravel parking space next to a trailer near the back of the park. The trailer was painted a faint yellow, with white trim. There was a dull gray shed built next to it. The yard was clean, compared to the neighbors’ to the left. Their yard was littered with broken tricycles, a dingy swing set and fast food containers. Comparatively, the trailer we were at wasn’t the newest in the neighborhood, but it appeared to be the cleanest and most well maintained.
Mr. Blackbourne got out of the car, moving around quickly to open my door. He reached in to assist me. I stepped out, getting that nervous tremor through me as I gazed around. “Where are we?” I asked.
“This is Mr. Coleman’s home.”
Mr. Coleman. Gabriel lived here? It wasn’t quite what I was imagining. I remembered Victor’s house in downtown Charleston and how big it was, and I almost expected Gabriel to have a similar house.
Mr. Blackbourne went to his trunk, and pulled out my own small book bag. “I got this from Silas’s car before I picked you up,” he said.
He knew I wasn’t going to return with Silas before our conversation. I started to reach out for the book bag, but he carried it and ushered me forward.
I walked, although slowly. I glanced around the neighborhood, feeling eyes on the two of us. I couldn’t see anyone for sure, but in a neighborhood this small, and with walls so thin, I thought they all could see and hear anything we said or did. My hands clenched into fists, keeping me steady.
Mr. Blackbourne led the way up to a wood deck, opened up a screen door, and knocked on the yellow wood one behind it. As we waited, I stepped close to Mr. Blackbourne, my arm brushing his as I pushed my lip to my lower teeth. New territory. I needed someone familiar.
When no one answered after a couple of minutes, Mr. Blackbourne knocked again. While it didn’t appear he was knocking that hard, it was hard enough that the deck shook at our feet. 
“Coming!” Gabriel’s voice rang out to us. A second later, there was the sound of several locks being undone. Gabriel materialized in the doorway. He wore a blue ribbed tank shirt and a pair of faded gray boxer shorts, no studs in his ears, just the three black rings. His hair was mussed and sticking up on one side. He blinked out at us with tired eyes, registering Mr. Blackbourne first without much surprise. When Gabriel’s eyes finally settled on me, his mouth popped open. “Fuck, what the hell, dude?” He backed off, disappearing into the house.
My mouth formed an ‘o’ shape. Gabriel openly cursed in front of Mr. Blackbourne, which was something he usually curbed at school. Would he get into trouble?
Mr. Blackbourne pushed the door open and entered the house. I followed behind him, not wanting to be alone on the porch. 
The living room had thin beige carpet. A worn couch in a busy, multi-colored pattern was jammed up against the far wall. There was an entertainment center pressed up against bare windows on the opposite side, and it was cluttered with video games, DVDs and a few game consoles.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming over with her?” Gabriel sorted through a laundry basket that sat on a coffee table. He pulled out a pair of jeans, slipping them on quickly. He stuffed the edge of his tank shirt into the jeans as he buttoned up. He snatched up a wrinkled, short sleeve button-up shirt from the same basket. He shoved his arms through the shirt before he turned around, spotting me peeking behind Mr. Blackbourne’s shoulder. “What are you doing here? What’s wrong? Why didn’t you call?”
“I apologize for waking you on your day off,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “I needed to get to Summerville and you were on the way.”
“So you brought her here? What’s wrong with you?”
Mr. Blackbourne turned to me, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Stay with Mr. Coleman. Do what he says. Call me if there are any problems.”
I pinched my lip to my teeth, nodding, solemn. I wasn’t sure what he wanted me to do. It didn’t seem like Gabriel wanted me there. I’d been nervous in a new place but before, I’d had some warning as to where I was going. This time, I hadn’t realized and wasn’t ready for it. Worse, Gabriel was having a fit simply because I was there.
Mr. Blackbourne walked around me, heading toward the door. I turned to watch him walk out onto the porch. He looked back at me once. The gaze he shared with me was difficult to read. The steel was back in place, but there was something else. It was almost a pained expression, sad, really. 
Had I said something wrong? Had I ruined things for good somehow? My nervous heart wouldn’t settle down to allow me to say or do anything in an attempt to fix it.
Slowly, Mr. Blackbourne shut the door. I was alone with Gabriel. When the car started and the sound of it faded, I turned to him and waited.
His parted lips closed tight as he raked fingers through his hair. “Well shit.”
“Sorry,” I said quietly.
Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Fuck it,” he said. He crossed the living room, moving around me, and headed into a small kitchen area. “You hungry?”
I opened my mouth to answer him but couldn’t find my voice. I scanned the space. White and blue vinyl flooring from the kitchen met the carpet of the living room, cutting the open area in half. There was a short hallway beyond the kitchen and one on the other side of the house beyond the living room. It was smaller than Silas’s apartment.
Gabriel opened up the fridge, and bent down a little to check the contents. The fridge door had a dent, and the handle was loose. He clanked it against the door as he stared inside. “Hm,” he said. He stood up with the fridge door still open, looking at a collection of boxes on top. “Do you like Lucky Charms?” he asked. He turned his head to me. “You do eat cereal, right?”
I nodded. I wasn’t hungry, but if he was hungry, I’d join him. Why couldn’t I talk to him? Maybe it was just the new place making me feel shy. It was outside my element. I didn’t know how to behave. Didn’t he have a stepmom? Where was she?
Gabriel smirked, taking down the cereal box and pulling a carton of milk from the fridge. He grabbed two bowls and two spoons from a drying rack in the sink and then nudged me toward the living room.
I stepped out of the way. Gabriel put the contents in his arms onto the coffee table, the bowls and spoons clattering noisily. He picked up the basket of clothes and shoved it onto the couch. He sat on the floor, patting the space next to him. “Come on,” he said.
I put my book bag on the couch, too, kneeling next to him where he wanted me, sitting back on my heels. He placed a bowl in front of me, pouring cereal into it and dropped the spoon in. He handed me the milk while he filled his own bowl.
“So what happened?” Gabriel said as we were eating. He shoved his spoon into the cereal, staring into his bowl as he took bites. “You were over at Silas’s yesterday, right? Have fun?”
“Yes,” I admitted, grateful he was starting a conversation I could handle. “His dad was busy working and got in late, so I didn’t get a chance to see him. It was just Silas there.”
“What’d you do? Watch baseball all day?”
“Some football. Baseball season is over for the year. We went into the hot tub again.”
Gabriel coughed, pushing a hand to his chest as he choked down his cereal. “He what? And what do you mean again?”
It was something Silas and I did occasionally when I visited now. I had brought my bathing suit at one point and now I left it at Silas’s house. “They’ve got a hot tub at the apartment complex. The one in the, um, the fitness center thing.”
“That bastard,” Gabriel smirked. “How was it?”
“It feels like a big bath tub. With water jets.”
Gabriel laughed. “Shit. Well I don’t have a hot tub. We’ll have to figure out something else to do today.”
“What were you going to do?”
He shrugged, poking at his cereal. He combed at his hair as he did. Some of the blond locks were falling over his face, the rest of his russet hair was sticking out in ways I hadn’t seen before. He must have slept hard last night. “Hadn’t decided yet. Supposedly, I have the day off. Of course, I thought I had the day off yesterday, too.”
“If I’d known I was coming, I’d have brought a loaded water gun,” I said, grinning.
He laughed again, shoving his fingers through his hair again. “Maybe we’ll find one.”
That felt more like Gabriel. Now that I wasn’t so nervous, I inhaled the air around me, taking in my surroundings. It smelled of dust and old carpet and a layer of cigarette smoke. Unlike Silas’s house where it was faint, the smoke smell here was thicker, as if someone regularly smoked and all over the place. There was also the blend of other scents, chemical and acrid and heady with rose and other fragrances as if someone had used air fresheners to try to mask the smoke.
When I finished the cereal, Gabriel took the bowl from me, heading toward the kitchen. “What do you want to do?” he asked as he put the dishes into the sink and rinsed them.
It felt rushed to talk about joining the Academy right after arriving. I needed to wait for an opening somewhere. “What do you like to do?” 
Gabriel came back into the living room. He shoved the coffee table over until it was almost in the kitchen. When the table was out of the way, he collapsed onto the floor, sprawled out on his back. He looked up at me from the floor, grinning and his crystal blue eyes playful. “We could play that Truth or Dare.”
I had to smile at this and the memory of the last time we’d played it together. I rolled my eyes, holding my smirk. “Why not call it what it really is? Dare-Sang-to-brush-her-teeth-and-bite-people.”
“Fine. Let’s play that,” he said, propping himself up on his elbows. “For starters, I dare you to get rid of that damn clip.”
I laughed, reaching up to release the clip. I knew if I didn’t, he’d either steal it or find another way to get rid of it. There was no way to escape him in his own house. “Why didn’t you just say you wanted it?”
When I had the clip in my hand, he sat up more to snatch it from me and shoved it into his pocket. “Well if we’re going to skip the pretense, who the hell dressed you this morning? Those jeans don’t go with that top. Didn’t I teach you anything?”
“We kind of left in a hurry this morning. And yesterday when Silas said to go, I just grabbed what was nearby and shoved it all into my bag.” I pointed to the book bag I used for both school and overnight trips.
Gabriel grunted, getting up on his knees and crossing to the couch where my book bag was. He opened it, pursuing the contents, yanking out the clothes I’d worn yesterday. “Shit. Okay, whoever comes to get you, I’ll go back with you and sort some of your stuff. You’re mixing the wrong things.” A pair of panties fell out onto the floor. I blushed. Gabriel scooped them up. It was a black pair with a pink heart on the butt. He grinned, wriggling his eyebrows. “I like these.”
I hid my face behind my hands. “Gabriel,” I said in an embarrassed whine.
“Trouble.”
“Meanie.”
“And what the hell did you wear last night to sleep in?”
“Silas gave me a shirt to wear.”
“Oh.” He stuffed everything into the bag. “What you really need is a real overnight bag. You know, something with plenty of spare clothes and duplicates of everything so you can just grab it and go.”
“Do I need one? Am I going to have to get up and go like this a lot?”
Gabriel laughed, digging out my hairbrush and dropping the bag on the couch again. He crawled over to sit cross-legged near me. “Shit, you’re here now, aren’t you? I know this wasn’t planned.”
He was right. I’ve been on the move since I’d met them. It would be helpful to carry my keys and everything in a bag. Maybe a purse? It felt like an overnight bag would be better, something I could carry clothes and a few toiletries in.
Gabriel snapped his fingers, twirling them in front of his body and waving the hairbrush. That was my cue. I scooted until I was on my butt on the floor in front of him. He grabbed me by the hips until I was close in front of his folded legs and he started brushing out my hair, combing out the tips and moving up through it. “I don’t like this brush. You need a new one.”
“You can’t keep buying me new things,” I said, trying to keep my head still as his fingers smoothed through my hair after every brush stroke. “What’s wrong with it?”
“I don’t like it.” He finished combing out the tangles and tossed the brush away toward the kitchen. It slid against the tile and collided with the wastebasket near the fridge.
I leaned sideways to look at him over my shoulder. “Hey, you could have broken it.”
“I was throwing it away.”
“Gabriel...”
“Pipe the fuck down. I’ll get you another one. I’ll get you two.” He leaned his back against the couch. “What do you want from me, Trouble? I say I’m going to get you something, I’ll get it. I’m not talking out my ass.”
I sighed. It really wasn’t a matter of believing he’d get another one. I still wasn’t used to them spending money on me, and Gabriel often got the others to buy new things for me. Still, protesting was pointless. Gabriel always talked them into it. “Okay, fine.”
He grinned, and pushed a lock of my hair around my ear. It fell back across my face. “Let’s play some video games. I’ll show you how you can beat Kota.” He picked himself up, and knee-walked across the room to the entertainment center and scanned the shelves for a couple of Xbox controllers.
I sat back against the couch, pulling my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around my legs. I still couldn’t think of a way to bring up the Academy, though. It was on the tip of my tongue to start. But each time I opened my mouth to do so, my heart jumped into overdrive and I couldn’t do it. 
When he turned back, he stopped, tilting his head at me. “What?”
I blinked at him. “Hm?”
“Why are you sitting like that?”
My eyes widened. What was he talking about? “It’s comfortable?”
“Is it? The only time I see you sit like that is when you’re nervous. Stop being nervous.”
“I’m not nervous,” I protested, but switched to sitting cross-legged. “Better?”
“Almost,” he said, scooting over to sit next to me. “I should make you sit on the other side of the room so you don’t cheat.”
“It’s too hard to cheat at video games. I still lose.”
“Because they end up sitting on you and tossing the controller away.”
I grinned, remembering when Kota did that. I held my hand out, and Gabriel gave me a controller.
We started out with one of the fighting games. At first we fought against each other like we’d done before, but later he figured out how to get us on the same team. That made things a lot easier as he’d explain which buttons did what attacks. He wouldn’t tell me before when we were fighting against each other.
I stole glances of him while he was playing. He had an angular jawline. His collar bones were attractive. He had wide shoulders, and a narrow waist. I’d overheard someone at school once call a rock star ‘grunge handsome’. I thought that described Gabriel pretty well. 
When we got tired of the fighting game, we switched to car racing. The first few games he beat me easily because I couldn’t figure out how he was getting so many speed bonuses.
“Want to bet on the next game?” he asked as he dropped the controller into his lap. The sun was beating in through the window, so the room was getting warm. He stripped off the button up shirt he was wearing, tossing it onto the couch behind us. 
“No.” Was he crazy? I never won their bets.
“Come on,” he said. “You’re getting better.” He leaned into me, tilting his head. He locked his crystal eyes on mine, making them big. His lip pouted. “Please?”
I sensed there was something he wanted. “What’s the bet?”
He flashed a grin. “Find out after the race.”
I made a face at him. “No fair.”
“Yeah, fair,” he said and he started the next game.
Inside the race, I tried my best just to win fairly, but Gabriel was keen on crashing his car into mine and making side-swipes in front of me to get my car spinning out of control. Then he started nudging my elbow.
“Meanie,” I whined as his pushing caused my car to crash into a tree.
“What?” he laughed, focusing on the game.
If I owed him a favor, it could be anything, and with Gabriel, he was too unpredictable. Cheating was going to be the only way to win.
I started nudging his arm with my elbow. He nudged back but kept ahead of me in the game. I moved from nudging to poking him in the ribs.
He laughed, letting go of the controller for a second to swat at my hands. When I kept poking, he caught my hand in his, causing both our cars to stop.
He held on to me, grinning. “What-the-fuck-ever. Who do you think I am? Victor? That little shit doesn’t work on me.”
He was challenging me to cheat better! I narrowed my eyes at him and pulled my hand back to start my car again, racing around his stalled car.
He caught up with me, too, but kept glancing over at me. I had a feeling he was waiting for my next move.
Using my hands wasn’t working. Letting go of the controller meant I had to stop racing. I wasn’t going to win that way. I tried to pretend I was focusing on the race, but at the same time, I slipped my sandals off my feet as if I didn’t want them.
When he managed to sideswipe my car to send it into a spin, I kicked at his controller until it was knocked out of his hands and fell to the floor.
“Fuck,” he said, and pushed at me hard enough that I landed on my side on the carpet as he scrambled for his controller.
I laughed, leaning over while propped up on my elbows. I toe-nudged him in the side and on his arm. When I was sprawled out on the floor, he could only reach my legs. Maybe sitting on the other side of the room was the way to win.
At first he tried resisting, but my nudging at him and being able to play at the same time meant I could get ahead of him. Soon I was zooming down the road, well out of his reach.
“Shit,” he grumbled, pushing my foot away. “Stop.”
“Nu uh,” I said. I poked him in the side with my toe as I aimed my car to collect speed bonuses before he could get there.
He lifted a hand up, bringing it down on my thigh with a slap. Even through the material of the jeans, it stung. “Trouble,” he called to me. “Watch it.”
“Now who’s cheating?” I said and stopped poking because I was already ahead.
“That’s not cheating,” he said.
“Oh?”
He laughed and reached a hand out, snatching my ankle and trapping me. I stretched out my controller away as far as I could so he couldn’t get to it as he held onto me. He crawled over me, positioning himself to sit on my hips and poked me in the stomach.
I squealed, slapping at his hands and wriggling under him. “No! I’ve almost won.”
“Not yet you haven’t,” he said, and he let go of his controller. He hooked his fingers at the hem of my shirt, and pulled it up just enough so he could trace his fingertips over my bare sides.
My lips split apart with a burst of giggles. I dropped the controller and then grabbed at his hands, hanging on. “No tickling!”
Gabriel’s crystal eyes lit up. He snatched up both of my wrists and hovered over me to pin them to the floor above my head. With his free hand, he traced my side. “What? Big, brave Sang Sorenson can’t stand her own tricks?”
I laughed until tears teased my eyelids. I wriggled hard against him. The cars in the game stilled. If he wasn’t going to win, neither of us was. “Stop,” I cried out. “I can’t breathe.”
He beamed then stopped tickling me but placed a palm against my bare side. When my laughing subsided, his face hovered inches from mine. His eyes traced over my face. My heart tripped over itself, and I struggled to breathe evenly. 
“Gabriel,” I said softly. My mind was mush from laughing so hard and overwhelmed with him on top of me. 
His smile warmed. “Sang.” 
Was this too close now? I’d previously told Silas I’d be his girlfriend. Mr. Blackbourne said to get close to the others. How close would upset Silas? Did that mean I had to tell Gabriel to back off? I wished Silas had said something to the others to make it clear. If I wasn’t sure, they would know. My tongue glued to the top of my mouth. I was worried that telling Gabriel about Silas would hurt his feelings. I really liked Gabriel, too. 
Gabriel leaned his head down, his lips found my ear. “You can’t look at me like that,” he said softly.
“Like what?” This had to be too close. He was kissing my ear. Silas wouldn’t like it. But then, Nathan kissed me, too, and I’d kissed North as well. Gabriel had once kissed my neck, but since then, he’d only kissed my cheek and now I was Silas’s girlfriend. Didn’t that make a difference? The conflicts inside me surfaced any time one of them got close or kissed me. I tried to let them guide the way, but it was hard not to consider their feelings.
“Looking all beautiful and terrified at the same time,” he whispered, his warm breath on my skin giving me goosebumps. His hands tightened around my wrists as he kept me pinned. His lips touched my lobe. “It’s those eyes. They drive me crazy.”
“Gabriel, I...”
“Trouble,” he whispered, his lips meeting my ear again. “Tell me to stop.”
I sucked in a breath, my spine tingling. Did he mean it? Why was he telling me to say no? 
Why wasn’t I telling him?
He pulled back. His crystal eyes met mine. His hand at my side started gripping my hip. “Please,” he begged in a whisper. 
I didn’t understand what he meant. He was begging me to tell him to stop? If he wanted to stop, he didn’t need me to tell him.
“Sang,” he said. His head dropped down, his lips met my cheek, kissing it. “You’re too good for me. You shouldn’t be here.” His lips traced across my cheek and he kissed my temple. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”
I sucked in a deep breath. My eyes flittered to the ceiling, to the water stain in the corner. I had to tell him about Silas. This was too much. It’d be wrong to both him and Silas and they’d both be mad at me forever. 
His kisses trailed over my cheek. I parted my lips to say something.
A woman’s voice shot through the silence. “Gabriel Joseph fucking Coleman! What the hell are you doing?”
Gabriel jumped, letting go of my wrists and backing up until he was sitting on top of my hips again, looking behind him. I propped myself up on my elbows.
A tall woman with bleached hair stood, staring at us from the kitchen. She wore tight shorts that barely covered her butt and a wrinkled halter-top that showed off her stomach. Her fingers were manicured with bold bright red polish. She was barefoot, bleary-eyed and shooting angry darts from her eyes at Gabriel. Then she turned to me and her eyes widened. “Holy shit. It’s a girl.” She dropped a hand over her heart, backing up a step. 
Gabriel scrambled to his feet. “You scared the shit out of me, Pam.”
“I scared you? How do you think I feel? I walk in and you’ve got someone pinned to the floor like you’re gonna rape him.” She laughed, her eyes brightening. “Her. Sorry, sugar. All I saw were your feet.”
My cheeks were on fire. I stood up so I could better hide behind Gabriel. Amid my embarrassment and the chaos, I had a sudden lapse of memory. Who was this woman? His mother? They didn’t look much alike. 
Then I remembered his mother was dead. This must be his stepmom.
“I wasn’t doing anything to her,” Gabriel said flatly.
“Is that why you had to pin her wrists to the floor? Haven’t I taught you better on how to treat a lady? You can’t hold them against their will.” She turned to me, her lips broadening her smile. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Really. I thought... well...don’t mind me.” She stepped closer, her eyes raking over my body. “But I can see why he did. Holy shit.” She looked me in the face again. “You are a girl, right? God, please say yes.”
“I am,” I said quietly. I hovered a finger over my lip, unsure of what to say.
“Pam, this is Sang Sorenson. Sang, this is my stepmom, Pam. And yes, she’s a fucking girl.” 
“Thank the lord,” she said, and she stepped around Gabriel and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, pulling me into a hug. “Thank you, thank you.” She smelled heavily of cigarettes and perfume that got caught in my throat, but her hug felt genuine.
“Jesus H. Christ,” Gabriel breathed out, pressing a hand to his forehead.
Pam let go of me, spun around and landed a palm against his cheek. “Don’t you go taking the lord’s name in vain.”
I sucked in a quick breath and froze. Was he hurt? Did I need to call Mr. Blackbourne? What do I do? A flash of memory came through me of Nathan getting hit by his dad. I readied myself to tell him to run for it.
Gabriel reeled back and cupped his cheek. “Fucking shit, woman, stop hitting me.”
“Watch your backtalk,’ she said, waving a finger at his face. “And you can’t go sitting on top of her like that. You sit her nice on the couch. You don’t wrestle her into submission.”
“We were just playing a video game.”
“You don’t play games sitting on top of her.”
Gabriel shifted around Pam, grabbing my wrist. “We were done anyway.” He tugged me to have me follow across the living room. “Come on, Sang. Let’s get out of the way.”
“Sang, you make him buy you dinner first, ya hear?” she called out. “Make him treat you like a lady.” She headed toward the fridge, opening it and staring into the light.
Gabriel turned off the game, and grabbed my book bag, leading the way through the back hallway. He walked toward the very last door, throwing it open until it banged against the wall. He twisted, shoved me through the doorway, and closed it behind us. He threw the lock and slammed his palm against the wall. “God damn, didn’t think she’d be up so early.” He turned around, planting his back against the door. “Why in the world would Mr. Blackbourne bring you here?” 
I stood on the worn carpet in his bedroom. I wanted to answer him, to tell him it was last minute and that Mr. Blackbourne was on his way to help Kota’s family, among other things. I wanted to start talking about the Academy and how I wanted to join and I needed to know if he’d support me. I wanted to tell him to call someone to come get me if he didn’t want me here. 
Before I could speak, though, green caught my eye. My senses got confused for a minute, as it felt like we’d stepped outside. My eyes drifted from him, to the room around us.
There was a large dresser pressed up against one wall, and on top of it a collection of brushes, a large jewelry box, the front piece open to reveal dozens of different earrings, all crystals in different colors. There was a table against another wall, with one side covered in notebooks and folded clothes. On the other side was a collection of glass vials, some corked and some open and clean. Some had liquid in them in various colors.
All of the walls, nearly every inch, were covered in a painted mural depicting a forest grove. There was a doe hiding behind one of the trees, songbirds in the branches, and a calm pool, the shadows of fish under the surface.
So real. I wanted to reach out and touch the leaves, the water, the animals. I felt if I moved, I’d scare the birds. It was a quiet, serene world in his bedroom.
His twin-sized bed was pressed along to the wall, under three windows, bare and showing the real South Carolina forest outside. The windows faced East so morning light filtered in. The mural and the trees blended into one another, so the rest of the room look like it was set within the trees.
It was all perfect, except for one section of the room where the wall was white, where the mural was incomplete.
Gabriel dropped my book bag onto the floor by the dresser. “Will you stop gawking? Shit. Now I want to paint over it all.”
I spun on him. “Why in the world would you do that?” I didn’t mean to sound so shocked, but I was scared to death that he would.
“Because it doesn’t look right,” he said.
I gaped. “What do you mean it doesn’t look right?”
“It’s a bunch of trees. It’s boring. And I can’t figure out how I want to finish. There’s no centerpiece.” He pointed to the barren section of white wall. “It’s like the tenth mural I’ve done and I can never figure out what to put here.”
“What did you have in mind when you started?” I asked. 
Ten murals? How much did he paint? No wonder he was so good at it.
Gabriel shoved his fingers through the blond locks in his hair. “Shit, I don’t know. I just start painting and the next thing I know, it’s almost done.”
“I like it,” I said quietly.
His cheeks tinted and he lifted his gaze to meet mine. “You do?”
I couldn’t believe he’d think it was terrible. I sought out flaws but found none, save that it was still incomplete. “I’m jealous. Do you think Nathan would want his room painted like this?” I didn’t want to ask Gabriel to do work, or impose on Nathan to paint his bedroom without asking him first. Still, I’d love a bedroom mural.
His lips twisted. “Don’t be a tease.”
“I’m not! I’d want a forest in my room. With birds and deer...”
“I can’t. Nathan wanted me to do his wall once, but Kota said I had to think of the resale value. I told him it was bullshit since we could paint over it, but he also said Nathan’s dad wouldn’t like it.” He lifted at his hand, brushing a fingertip over his eyebrow. “Maybe I could now that his dad is halfway around the globe, but Nathan would probably want a gross zombie.” 
“Maybe we could ask?” Then I clamped my lips shut. I liked the idea of painting, but they were Nathan’s walls. Gabriel was right that Nathan might want a scary zombie. Then I’d never sleep. 
He sat on the bed, leaning back on his hands and nudging his toe into the carpet. “It’s best I don’t. I’ll fuck it up and then you’d end up with a shitty mural.”
I sat down next to him on the bed. I studied the trees, the way the light worked through the real window and how it blended so well. “Your forest is perfect.”
“It’s not finished.”
“Not yet,” I said. “Paint a big tree. Or two. Remember the two big oak trees in the woods behind Kota’s house?”
“The one with all the nettle around it?” he asked.
I nodded. “Yeah. That was pretty, wasn’t it?”
He sighed, gazing up at the unfinished area of the wall. “I don’t know. I might just start over.”
“You have to finish this one,” I said. 
“It’ll look like shit.”
“You already think it looks bad,” I said. “Finish it anyway. Complete one. I want to see it.”
He grunted and nudged me in the shoulder with his. “Well I’m not doing it right now.”
I nudged him back. “What else are we going to do today?”
He smirked at me. “What? You want to paint?”
I perked up. This was better. I’d get to see Gabriel in action. I wanted to watch him paint a tree on paper and then I’d try to copy what he was doing. “Can we? Can you show me?”
He laughed, shaking his head. “This isn’t like painting nails, Trouble.” He slapped me on the thigh. “Speaking of which, I just figured out what I wanted to do.”
 



A PROMISE
 
 
An hour later, Gabriel had my hair washed, my nails trimmed and polished in a soft pink, and my toenails painted with pink flowers. 
He fell back onto the carpet, throwing a closed bottle of polish across the room until it rolled under the dresser. “Fuck, I don’t want to get a job painting nails. I’m done with doing just yours.”
I fell onto the carpet next to him, gazing up at the ceiling. The trees continued up, and it looked like we were on the ground, gazing up into the morning sky. “Adam wanted you to work at the spa with him.”
“Fuck the spa. He just wants to steal my good taste, because he can’t do shit with hair.”
“I liked the massage,” I said.
Gabriel’s face lit up. “Oh yeah, the massages. We need to go do that one day.”
I turned my head so I could look at him. He had such amazing angles to his face, and with the blond locks that blended into the russet brown, he looked really striking.
He breathed in deeply, and held it so long I thought he might pass out. In a burst, he let it go. 
“Gabriel?”
“Yeah?”
I rolled onto my side, looking at him with my head propped on my hand. I needed to ask. The thought had been bugging me since I’d arrived. Gabriel’s home was completely different than what I had pictured. “What happened to your mom? How did you end up with Pam?”
There was a tiny wince in his eyes. “You want to talk about that now?”
“Sorry,” I said quietly.
“No,” he said. He pressed a palm to his face, rubbing at his eyes. “No, I shouldn’t have said that.” He moved closer on the carpet until he was facing me, leaving only a couple of inches between us.
I was the one holding my breath now, afraid to say anything and giving him room to say whatever he wanted. I didn’t mean to make it a deep discussion. I was curious since Pam was his stepmom. That meant his dad died at a time different than his real mom. I just didn’t know how.
He put his hand on the floor, and started making circles in the carpet with a fingertip. He watched his finger as he talked. “My real mom…she died,” he said. “Years ago. Her...and my baby brother.”
My eyes widened. 
He swallowed and continued circling with his finger, his eyes still lowered. “I was at home alone, really too young to stay by myself, but they left me behind anyway. My dad was driving...” His lips tightened and he spoke through his teeth a little. “Fucker was drunk. Driving too fast. Smashed into a car. The other people made it out fine, but...”
No wonder he never said anything. I reached out, wanting to connect with him. I placed my hand over his, stilling his fingers, squeezing him. “Sorry,” I said quietly, unsure how to express what I was thinking. Sorry it ever happened. Sorry I made you talk about it.
He turned his hand over, squeezing mine, and continued to look at our joined hands. “He survived. Just a few scrapes. After they died, he started drinking more,” he said. “Used to beat the shit out of me, too. Said it was my fault. Said I should have been in the car, then I could have died instead of them. I tried hiding his booze when I could, thinking if he wasn’t drinking, he’d stop. Usually it just made it worse.”
My neighbor, Derrick, once told me they’d done that when they were much younger. “What happened to him?”
“He married Pam. I thought for sure when he married again he’d stop being an ass, but then one night he was out drunk driving again. Then he was a pancake.”
His hand lifted from mine and he touched solemnly at the three black earrings in his ear.
I gingerly reached out, touching the crest of his ear where the black rings started. I’d always wondered why he changed the crystals, but the black rings always remained. Three, one for each family member who died. “How old was your brother?”
“Almost one,” he said. He took my hand, squeezed it and then brought it to his lips, kissing the knuckle. “I’d barely gotten to know him. Then he was gone. I was alone for a long time, until the Academy. Now I’ve got a new family. And I mean, there’s Pam. She tried taking care of me, but she got a bad deal out of this. A lot of debt and a stepson who misbehaved a lot. I end up taking care of her these days. She works some, but she prefers to drink and get men to buy her drinks.”
What would it be like to get married to someone like Gabriel’s father? And then a year later become a widow and the last one to care for Gabriel? “She tried,” I said. “That’s a good thing, right?”
“Yeah,” he said. He perked up a bit, smiled. “Okay, I’ve told you a bunch of shit. That all you want to know?”
There were so many questions. I wanted to ask about the Academy, about what other secrets he had. The more I learned, the more I realized I didn’t know. The other boys had been together for years, and probably knew a lot of this; I was trying to catch up.
Gabriel was quiet for a long moment. He took up my hand again, and then brought it to his lips. He kissed my palm. “I never thought you’d come here.”
I stared at him quietly for a moment. Mr. Blackbourne said to trust the boys and to get to know them. I wanted to try. “Why not?”
“It’s not exactly...I mean it isn’t like Victor’s house. Hell, it’s not even like Kota’s or Silas’s.”
“I like your room.”
He smirked and shook his head. “You like anything.”
I scoffed. “No I don’t.”
He rolled his eyes and then his body jerked as he pulled out his vibrating phone. “Fuck me, they said I’d be off today.”
“Who is it?” I asked.
“Kota,” he said. He stood up. “Hang on a second? I’ve got to...” He nodded toward the bedroom door.
My heart dropped in my chest. He needed to talk about something to do with the Academy. It reminded me that even as far as I’d come within the group, I still wasn’t really a part of it. There were secrets that floated around us, and they couldn’t tell me everything. I started to get up. “You want me to leave?” I asked.
He twisted his lips and then shook his head. He walked toward the door. “Don’t worry. I’ll just be in the bathroom for a minute. Don’t move.”
Gabriel left. I listened as another door opened down the hallway. He closed that door and then talked. Through the thin walls of the trailer, I could hear his voice, but not what he said.
I sighed and then flopped back onto the floor. I tugged my own phone out of my bra for something to play with while he was gone. 
I smoothed my thumb over the surface of the pink iPhone in my hand. Somehow, the movement brought my focus back. Mr. Blackbourne had brought me here for a reason. After our conversation earlier, it’d be a shame if Gabriel got called away and I hadn’t yet mentioned what I was thinking. I just thought I’d have all day to get around to it. Since it was still early, I assumed I’d have plenty of time.
It didn’t help that I kept putting it off.
Why would Kota be calling? Wasn’t he busy with the kids we found earlier?
I turned on my phone, checking the screen. It was still open to the conversation with Mr. Blackbourne, a reminder of what I needed to do. Somehow, it felt like I could make up for my refusal to do what he wanted by doing what we agreed on as quickly as possible. If Gabriel wasn’t already on my side, I wanted to win his approval before I spoke to Mr. Blackbourne again.
When I checked the general text inbox, two more messages had come in while I was with Gabriel. I hadn’t felt the vibration. Maybe it was while I was playing with Gabriel out in the living room.
 
Silas: Miss you.
 
Nathan: Coming back tonight? Do I need to pick you up?
 
I wasn’t sure how to respond to either. Telling Silas I missed him too felt like an invitation for him to come get me. I didn’t know the answer to Nathan’s questions, either. I suppose I had to go back at some point, though. My school books and school clothes were at home, and there was school tomorrow. Would it be inconvenient if I asked to stay the night?
And what if Gabriel needed to go now? I didn’t want to be here alone. Instead of responding, I listened to Gabriel’s voice through the wall. I studied the mural, waiting for him to come back. I was sad to think I’d have to cut my visit with Gabriel short due to an emergency.
Suddenly, Gabriel’s voice was louder and he pushed open his bedroom door, still with the phone to his ear, and spoke to me.
“We’ve got to go, Sang,” he said. His crystal eyes were wide. His lips tight. 
Fear prickled my spine. Something wasn’t right. I jumped up quickly, tucking my phone back into my bra. “Where? What’s happened?”
Gabriel walked across the room, stuffed his feet into a pair of boots sitting by the bed and then turned toward me, pushing me toward the door. He talked into the phone. “I’ve got her. Heading toward the road.”
The road. Someone’s on the way to pick us up? I bit back my questions for now, wanting to just go along. Kota’s voice was filled with alarm as he continue to talk to Gabriel, but I couldn’t make out his words. 
Yes, something was wrong. We had to run.
Gabriel grabbed his wallet off the dresser and then led the way out the bedroom door. I found my sandals and put them on. He picked up the shirt he’d stripped off earlier, and shoved an arm through a sleeve as I went to the front door.
“Where are you going?” Pam shouted from somewhere deeper in the trailer.
“Out!” Gabriel shouted back. “Have to go to the school!”
I stared nervously toward the back from where Pam had shouted. She was a parent. Would she come out and demand to know where he was going? Give him a curfew? Ask why he had to be at the school on a Sunday afternoon?
She said nothing further, though. Gabriel hurried me through the front door. I went down the steps as he closed up behind us.
Outside, there wasn’t a car. Was Kota on the way? 
Gabriel ran down the steps, grabbed my hand and started moving away from the driveway, around the trailer through the yard, toward the woods near his window.
“What’s going on?” I asked as I followed. I was walking through the high grass in the neighbor’s lawn and imagined creepy-crawly bugs as I waded through in my sandals. 
Gabriel tugged again at my hand. “Just move your pretty ass, will you?” 
I pressed my lips together and followed him. 
My eyes blurred from the change of the warm house to the cooler air outside. He found a trail through the woods and cut through the trees to get to it. I scrambled behind him to keep up. Everything around me was a blur of brown trees and fallen leaves as I hurried. 
Once we were well along the path and the trees masked our location from any of the trailers and the road, Gabriel slowed down. My cheeks were warm, while the rest of my face was freezing and my nose felt like it was going to drip. I sniffed and pushed a hand to my face to try to warm it. My heart was beating hard. I checked out the path behind us. 
Gabriel still had his phone in his hand, occasionally having to use that arm to push branches out of the way. He pressed the phone to his ear and talked into it. “Okay, we’re out of sight. Headed to the back road. I didn’t see anyone. Okay. Okay. Okaaaay.” He hung up, and then blew out a heavy breath.
“What is it?” I asked, squeezing his hand. 
“Kota says Mr. McCoy was tracked nearby, headed toward my house,” he said, frowning. He shoved the phone into his back pocket and then tugged me again along the path. “Luke’s on the way to pick us up. We’ve got someone following Mr. McCoy to try to find out why he’s looking to check me out.”
My throat closed up. McCoy. What did he want with Gabriel? Or was he after me? Did he know I was there? I checked behind us, seeking out his bristled-mustached face as if he’d appear at any moment.
Gabriel turned to me. His hair that he’d combed hung over his face, the blond locks and a bit of the russet swept together. His cheeks were pink. His crystal eyes were wide and wild, but as he looked at me, they softened. He stopped walking and faced me, pulling me in until he could hold my cheeks in his hands. 
“He’s not going to get you,” he said quietly. “You’re my Trouble. Remember? He’ll have to get through me first. And he never will.”
I nodded, and then my phone started to buzz against my chest. I looked at him, wanting to respond to what he said but thrown off by the phone.
Gabriel’s eyebrow lifted. “What?”
I fumbled for the phone. He backed up and our arms knocked together as I was taking the phone out. It flipped from my hands and landed nearby on the ground.
I gritted my teeth. Did I break another one?
Gabriel bent over and reached for it, lifting it carefully. “Shit,” he said. “The screen’s cracked.”
“Ugh,” I said. “Victor will want to buy another one.”
“Why?” he asked. “We’ll just get the screen replaced.” He smoothed his hand over the phone, checking the thin web of cracks across the screen. “Besides, it looks like the plastic thingie is holding it together. The glass isn’t falling out. You can still use it for a while until we get it repaired.”
Maybe replacing the screen wouldn’t cost that much. “Maybe I could get it done before Victor finds out?” I asked. I’d rather he didn’t know and wanted to replace it just because. He seemed to do that a lot. I had money I earned from working at the diner, although I wasn’t sure how much replacing a phone screen would cost. 
Gabriel opened his mouth like he would answer me, and then his lips stilled. He studied the screen. “Mr. Blackbourne sent you a message,” he said quietly.
My heart again did a flip. I was going to have anxiety issues after so many shocks to the system. Was it more news about Mr. McCoy?
“What’s he going on about?” he asked, still in the same soft tone. He passed the phone to me, the phone lit up to where Mr. Blackbourne’s message had come through.
It was a long note that went on for several text messages.
 
Mr. Blackbourne: I apologize if I seemed forward at breakfast. I realize that I should have asked if you were comfortable with us looking into your past. 
Mr. Blackbourne: We only meant to provide answers rather than questions. We made assumptions and failed to think of your feelings. We should discuss this next time we meet.
Mr. Blackbourne: Perhaps we should make a regular meeting for ourselves. Would Sunday breakfasts be suitable? You’re welcome any time, of course.
 
I wasn’t sure where to start. Standing in the middle of the wood with Gabriel staring at me questioningly and Mr. McCoy possibly on our tail… Mr. Blackbourne was the only one who could send it all away with only a few sentences, as if it wasn’t even there. It was just him and me alone in a still world, even when he wasn’t here. 
He wanted to talk about it more. I wasn’t ready. He wanted to see me regularly outside of school.
A knot formed tightly in my chest. I wanted to. I liked him. I wanted to impress Mr. Blackbourne. I wanted to do whatever he asked.
How could I ever turn him down again? How would I even begin to explain it?
“Sang?” Gabriel asked quietly.
Suddenly, the breeze picked up around us and I was next to Gabriel again. I hadn’t even realized he’d touched my shoulder, holding onto it and staring at me. 
“What’s going on?” he asked. “What’s all that mean? And why do you look like you’re about to cry? Why are you crying?”
I wasn’t, or didn’t think I was. It’d been a busy morning, with a lot of ups and downs and fears thrown at me all at once. 
“What past is he talking about?” Gabriel asked when I hadn’t answered him. “I didn’t mean to read it if it’s private...I just picked it up and...”
“He was looking into my real mother,” I said quietly. It was what I was thinking, and really hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but Gabriel’s imploring eyes were willing me to say something, anything. 
Gabriel took my phone away and put it into his pocket. He held my hands in his and looked down at me. “I heard they were. I didn’t know if they found anything.”
“They haven’t,” I said. “He wants me to talk to my stepmother to see if she has any answers.”
“And you didn’t want to talk to her?”
“I don’t want to know,” I said hurriedly, the words rushing out. I couldn’t tell Mr. Blackbourne this. I’d disappoint him. With Gabriel, though, I thought he would understand. “Why look into it?” I asked him. “Is it really important? Shouldn’t we worry about now? The present? About us? We’ve got Mr. McCoy running around after us, and school, and then there’s how I’m going to get away with living with Nathan for however long without my father or anyone else finding out.”
He stared blankly at me for a moment, holding my hands and warming them between his. 
“Am I wrong?” I asked. “I mean, if it won’t change us now, why look into it?” That was it. It was what I was feeling. Why look at the past? McCoy was right behind us. We shouldn’t even be here talking about it.
Time passed. The leaves around us danced in the breeze. I wanted to say more, to stand up for what I felt was the right thing. Looking into the past would also be dangerous. It meant talking to my stepmother, possibly alerting her to what was going on. If she got into another rampage at the hospital, the staff could call the police. Dr. Green and the others might not be able to stop her from talking about it at all. A real police investigation would start. That’s the last thing Mr. Blackbourne wanted.
Gabriel sighed and nodded slowly. “We should focus on us,” he said. “You’re right. And they…we should have asked you first if you wanted to know.”
I soared then, floating where I stood. If Gabriel understood, if he was on my side, then it’d be okay. Maybe he could help me explain it to the others. “I want to join the Academy,” I said, trying to bring us away from the discussion of my mother. “I want to get in so I can be with you.” I’d meant to say with you guys, but my voice cracked and while my lips moved, the word was lost in the moment.
It didn’t matter. That part was true. Gabriel was important to me. He was so brilliant and beautiful. I’d join for the others and I’d join the group for him. 
His mouth fell open. He removed one of his hands to rub the back of his neck. “Shit, Sang, you really like asking for the impossible.”
I huffed, my eyes widening. What did he mean?
“I kind of was hoping you didn’t want to get in,” he said. He shook his head. “It’s complicated. More than you might think. I don’t know if anyone told you.”
“We have to all get along and agree for me to get in,” I said.
“It’s more than that,” he said. His mouth twisted into a frown. “I don’t know the answers. I was just kind of hoping you’d keep going how we were. Where you help us every once in a while. It’s less of a chance you’d end up somewhere else.”
Could that happen? “Luke once said they’d put me with another group. Or that I’d choose another group. But I don’t want another one.”
Gabriel grimaced. “Yeah, you say that...”
I wanted to answer him, but I couldn’t come up with the words. Why was it they didn’t believe I’d stay? There really must be more to it. “I don’t understand,” I said. “What would make me change my mind?”
“The Academy isn’t...” he fumbled, and then shook his head. “It’s complicated. I’m not even sure how much I’m supposed to tell you.” He waved his hand through the air. “For fuck’s sake, I don’t even know. And I’ve been in it for a while.” He found my hand and tugged it. “Let’s go meet Luke. He’ll be able to explain it better.”
The path narrowed in front of us, and I stayed as close as I could to Gabriel. We marched on for several minutes in silence. I held tight to his hand, his slim fingers entangled so tightly with mine it almost hurt. I couldn’t let go. He was my only shield now and I needed to hang on. He breathed heavily as he walked. Was he afraid, too?
But he was on my side. He knew what I was worried about, what I really wanted. He understood me. I wanted to talk to him more, to tell him all the little secrets in my head. I needed more time with him.
Gabriel was the answer I was looking for. Someone to confide in. I was supposed to do that with Mr. Blackbourne, but I thought if I discussed things with Gabriel, he’d help me figure out how to say things properly, so I wouldn’t get into the predicament I was in with Mr. Blackbourne now, with misunderstandings between us.
I needed Gabriel. 
 



THE THREE AMIGOS PLAN
 
 
Soon, Gabriel and I spilled out to a small lane. There was nothing along it but rows of trees on either side. Branches stuck out over the road, shadowing the black asphalt. 
A black SUV was parked further up the road, facing away from us. Gabriel waved. A series of honks came from the car: one, two, silence, three, silence, four, five.
“That’s Luke,” Gabriel said.
Code? I wondered how he knew. I remembered Volto, though, and how he’d tricked me before, making me approach the SUV cautiously, seeking out Luke’s face.
I found him in the driver’s side mirror reflection first. Then he rolled down his window and waved, smiling. He was clean now. His long blond hair was brushed back and swept up into a black hair clip. He winked at me. “Didn’t I just see you?”
Gabriel got in on the passenger side. I hopped in behind Luke. The moment we were inside, Luke took off. 
Gabriel sat back, slumped against the door. He breathed out heavily. “Geez. Motherfucker needs to be in jail.”
“Not yet,” Luke said. He drove down the lane, taking a winding route between the trees surrounding us. “Soon, though. But first, he’s our weakest link. Kota says they’re working on a plan. McCoy and Hendricks seems to have different dirt on each other. We’re looking for Mr. Hendricks’s dirt. In the meantime, we’re following McCoy’s every move. So far he doesn’t do a lot but he’s been on the move lately.”
“Why is he coming here?” Gabriel asked.
“Don’t know,” Luke said. “That’s what they want to find out. It might be like the others. He’s been sent to find out what you’re doing. We just didn’t want him finding Sang here.”
“Now what?” Gabriel asked.
Luke slowed the car a bit as he looked into the rearview mirror, angling it so he could look at me. I smiled a little, trying to show I was fine, but my heart was racing a mile a minute. I wanted answers, too, but I didn’t know where to go for them. We’d overheard Mr. McCoy talking to Principal Hendricks, and ever since then, we’d kept our distance from the principal and he hadn’t called me down to the office. There was a discussion to try to find out how much Mr. McCoy might have told Mr. Hendricks, but we hadn’t gotten the opportunity, especially when the principal never called me into his office anymore. 
“There’s always someone chasing his tail now,” Luke said. “Only less obvious so they’re not caught. So we’ll see how long he stays looking at your place and if he’ll lose interest. He might be under orders from Mr. Hendricks. That’s hard to tell, though, because since that night, Mr. McCoy operates alone, without talking to Mr. Hendricks at all.”
Ever since I’d overheard Mr. McCoy at the school dance, talking in the shadows with Mr. Hendricks, I’d been going over what I’d heard. They’d sounded like enemies, and yet they were working together. They were making veiled threats against each other. They thought the Academy team was their common enemy, and it forced them to work together. 
That reminded me of Mr. Hendricks and the superintendent. Neither of them got along like friends. So why work together? 
“Who does he talk to?” I asked. “Does Mr. McCoy interact with anyone else?”
“I don’t know,” Luke said. He turned the car onto a busier road, and started heading north. “I think I heard Mr. Morris’s name at some point.”
“Maybe we should talk to him,” I said.
Luke shook his head. “Nope. I’m supposed to take you all somewhere else other than around where Mr. McCoy might show up.”
I wanted to press him, but it seemed like the best chance for me to talk to Mr. Morris might not be outside of school. I had class with him. Maybe I could find out then.
“Right now, we’ve got other things to do,” Gabriel said.
“Your birthday?” Luke asked.
Gabriel sliced his hand through the air. “Besides that. I mean about Sang wanting in the Academy.”
Luke’s head turned sharply to look at him, his hands releasing the wheel for a moment. He caught it just before the car started to drift to the right. “Does she want in?” he asked. He coughed and then looked in the rearview. “Sorry, I mean, you really want in?”
 “Yeah,” I said. I caught Gabriel’s eye, questioning why he was bringing Luke into this. I wasn’t ready to battle Luke yet. Luke didn’t want me to join because he was worried I’d join another team. “I mean, shouldn’t I? I already help out. Wouldn’t it be a good thing if I joined?”
Luke pulled into the empty parking lot of a run-down café. He turned in his seat so he could face Gabriel and me. “Listen, I heard North talking on his phone the other day about you joining the team.”
I perked up. “What’d he say?”
“He was talking to this guy. I sort of know him. He and his team don’t live too far out of Charleston. North had been on a job with him and was trying to fill him in on details, but in the meantime, the guy asked how it was going getting our girl on the team. So he knew about you. North was vague about the details, but asked a few questions.”
“What the fuck?” Gabriel asked. “He’s just going to blab about her to anyone? What if he told the rest of the Academy? What if they looked in on her?” Gabriel sat back and groaned. “Jeez. What happened to not talking about her much?”
“Hang on,” Luke said. “I don’t think this guy will talk to the other groups. From their conversation, it sounded like they’d talked about this in depth before. I think this other guy has a girl on his team.”
“A couple team?” Gabriel asked.
“No, there’s other guys on the team. At least two, maybe a third.”
This seemed to spark Gabriel’s interest. I eagerly sat on the edge of my seat, waiting for confirmation, one way or another. “Does having other people on the team make a difference?” I asked. 
“Does if there’s a girl,” Gabriel said. He focused on Luke. “Where are they? Can we go talk to them?”
“You want to?” Luke asked.
“North’s talking to him. He’s telling them about our business. If North thinks he’s okay, then we should be able to talk to them. Why didn’t he say anything before?”
“He’s been keeping a lot of secrets lately,” Luke said quietly.
I’d noticed North had been quiet for the last couple of weeks. I thought maybe he was simply tired. Football was starting to gear up for some final games before playoffs, plus he was working a lot of extra hours at the diner. He often took short naps, and I’d find him on Kota’s couch passed out for a few minutes before he got up to go to work. 
We exchanged looks. I probably should have disagreed with Gabriel’s idea, but I couldn’t help it. Curiosity won over. Without a word, we all nodded at the same time. We wanted to know.
Luke turned the car back on, and turned the wheel. “Good,” he said. “Glad we’re all agreed. Let’s go.”
 
 




THE THREE AMIGOS DISCOVER
 
 
Gabriel got directions to the house by asking covert questions to someone else in the Academy. He said he was asking because he needed a favor from one of the guys.
The house was brick, two story, and surrounded by live oak trees in a wide circle around the property, making the big house look cozy at first. As we got closer, I realized the house was larger than it seemed, more like an estate. The structure was a good distance from the nearest neighbor, and we couldn’t see anyone from the yard due to the woods surrounding the property.
The estate itself looked dingy. The white paint was old. There was ivy growing over part of it, although some of the ivy had died and all that was left were branches and a few dead leaves sticking to the walls. A heavy amount of fall leaves covered the lawn.
“Creepy,” Luke said as he drove slowly along the gravel lane toward the house. 
“When the zombie apocalypse happens,” Gabriel said, “this is the last place I want to be. Zombies would be coming out of the woods all the time. You can’t see shit.”
“I’m hoping for dino-pocalypse, personally,” Luke said. “Less smelly.”
“More smell,” Gabriel said. “Dinosaur poop probably smells.”
“I can stand poop over rotting dead bodies trying to eat my brain.”
I giggled. It eased my fear a little bit. I imagined I wouldn’t want to come here in the dark, though. 
“How do we know they’re even here?” Gabriel asked. 
“It’s the weekend,” Luke said. He pulled up along the drive close to the door and parked there. There was a garage off to the side, with several cars parked in the driveway. “And it looks like they’re home.”
There weren’t any signs of life in the windows. For a Sunday afternoon, there wasn’t much activity going on.
“Still,” Gabriel said. He opened his door, stepped out and looked around. He moved to open the door to the back seat and I climbed out to stand beside him.
“What do we do?” I asked.
“Ask what they know about keeping a girl on their team,” Gabriel said. He pointed to the front of the house. “Don’t worry. No matter what, they’re Academy. Even if they live in an old, rickety house.”
“My house is an old rickety house,” Luke said. He came around the other side of the car and started up the walkway toward the front door. “But that’s because no one kept it up and we’re fixing it. This house, no one kept up on purpose, but there’s people living here. The lawn’s covered in leaves, but the bushes haven been pruned back. The hinges on that door look new, but the paint around the window looks chipped.”
“Maybe they only know how to do a few chores,” Gabriel said, following Luke up the steps. I was close behind. “Maybe they don’t know how to repaint, but they can repair a hinge.”
“Maybe they’re older than we thought,” Luke said. “They can only do so much.”
The porch creaked badly the moment Luke stepped on it. He and I both looked for a way around the creaking by easing our weight on the wood boards, but the moment either of us put weight on a step, the noise gave us away. 
“That’s done on purpose,” Luke said. He lifted his head, gazing through locks of his blond hair toward the windows. “They listen out for this.”
“Smart,” Gabriel said. “We should do that to your house.”
Luke nodded and then stepped up, creaking and all, to the front door.
He rang the doorbell in multiple ways: fast, slow, stopping, once, fast. It wasn’t the same pattern as before. Random.
There was an echo of voices on the other side, at least three, but there could have been more. All male.
Gabriel and Luke stood together at the door. I slid behind them, ducking behind their shoulders. This wild day was just getting crazier by the moment. My courage was draining fast. I thought up excuses as to why I might want to wait in the car.
Looking at them together, it was the first time I realized Gabriel was taller than Luke. Didn’t he used to be shorter? He must have grown.
There was metal scraping against metal as locks were undone. The door opened, creaking almost as much as the stairs.
I had a hand on both Luke and Gabriel, my palms to their backs, ready to run.
At the door was a middle-aged man, maybe late thirties, thin, with a scar from his chin all the way to his lip. He had dark eyes and dark hair. He studied us carefully before opening the door more. He was taller than Silas, wearing jeans and a dark sweater.
“We don’t need our lawn mowed,” the man said in a low rumbly voice with the equivalence of get-off-my-property venom in his tone. “We do it ourselves. And we like our leaves where they are, thank you.”
There was a silence. I swallowed the thickness in my throat, ready to apologize and leave. Gabriel tensed under my palm, and backed up a step. He must have felt the same way.
“We’re from the Academy,” Luke said, tense but steady. 
The man’s eye twitched. “You say...” His voice drifted off.
Silence filled the space. Was he not from the Academy? Did we have the wrong house?
“What are you three doing?” A female voice rang out from inside the home. “Who’s at the door?”
The man in the doorway cringed, like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He backed up and opened the door wider.
A woman finished walking down the steps to stand near two other men. She had blond curly hair cut to her shoulders. She was taller than me, with a shapely body and a couple of faded scars along her arms. She wore black pants and a bulky sweater that clung to her shape and hung off her shoulders.
Beautiful. 
There was something else about her, too. Her eyes. Her face. Something wasn’t right about it. I couldn’t pinpoint it. Sadness? 
Haunted. Like a doll, only spookier. Kota once said my face was haunted. It didn’t look like that. Hers was far more delicate.
She smiled faintly at seeing us clustered on the porch. The men that stood beside her stepped out of the way as she came forward. “Are you the new neighbor children?” she asked.
“They say they’re from the Academy,” the man who answered the door replied.
Her eyes widened and she waved a hand at him. “Then let them in, William,” she said to him. She looked over to one of the other men, the one with black hair slicked back on his head. “Henry, fetch the lemonade and that tin of cookies we got in the mail the other day.”
“Are we having tea?” the third man asked. He had strawberry-blond hair, bright blue eyes, and fair skin with freckles on his face and arms. He frowned, like he didn’t like this scenario. He was an inch or two shorter than the woman, but he stood tall, and wore thick-heeled boots, so he was even shorter than he appeared. He was bulky, though, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. He studied us with caution.
The other men were just as tense. They moved stiffly, but did what she asked. William, the man with the scarred face, waved us inside.
My arms stiffened at my sides. My eyes were wide. My hand crept up to the dip at my neck. I’d go back in a heartbeat and talk to Mr. Blackbourne about anything after this experience. We should have asked him first. 
Luke and Gabriel were shoulder to shoulder as they entered, moving to adjust only to avoid a potted plant on a stand. I kept right behind them. The foyer was dim, but beyond it, the hall was lit up well, as if making up for the gloom outside. There was a tile floor and a wooden staircase leading to a second floor, and ornate objects on tables. Portraits and plants took up a lot of space. There was a living room to the left, and an open door on the right revealed a room with bookshelves and an unlit fireplace.
William closed the door behind us and then turned, took one look at me, seeming to see me for the first time, and then placed a hand over his chest. “Oh god,” he said as he closed the door. He turned a couple of locks, but kept his eyes on me. “Don’t tell me this is about a bird.”
There was a groan from Henry and the blond man. Henry marched away, through the living room and pushed at a swinging door that opened to reveal a kitchen. Henry disappeared, the door shut closed behind him.
The third man, the fair one, approached us, his hands up and stepping protectively in front of the woman. “Listen,” he said carefully, “just tell us why you’re here.”
“Actually we are here about Sang,” Gabriel said. 
“You’ve been talking with North Taylor about her,” Luke said. “We’re here to find out what was said and what we need to know.”
“North Taylor?” the woman said. She looked at the others in confusion. “Who’s been talking to him?”
“Henry has,” William said through gritted teeth.
“How come no one’s told me?” the woman asked. She turned to us, reached a hand out to Gabriel in offering. “My name is Lily.”
“Gabriel,” he said. He took her hand and shook it.
She moved on to Luke who shook her hand and said his name.
She moved again to angle herself between Luke and Gabriel. They parted, revealing me behind them.
She held out her hand.
I lifted mine to meet hers.
I said my name, but my voice was gone.
“Pardon?” she asked.
“Her name is Sang,” Gabriel said.
“Nice to meet you, Sang,” she said quietly. She moved with an air of grace like what I had seen in Victor’s mother, however, this woman…Lily…. She moved more smoothly, like it was natural rather than taught.
“No wonder they’re asking about you,” William said, who was standing by the living room opening. The blond man reached out, punching him in the arm. William winced and shook his head. “I just mean I understand it. I didn’t say anything about...”
“Just shut up,” the blond man said.
“Don’t mind them,” Lily said. She waved her hand delicately toward them. “They get overprotective of me around new people.
The blond man mumbled something but I couldn’t understand it.
Lily studied me for a moment and then smiled, the unsure glint still on her face but she masked it behind warmth. “Sang,” she said. “How about you and I go into the library and chat? If you feel comfortable, I’d like to talk with you.”
No, no, no! My eyes went wide, and I looked at the boys, afraid to leave them. There was nothing wrong with Lily, but this was a creepy house and the men didn’t want us to be there. 
But North came here. He hadn’t told me. They’d asked about me? Talked about me? Why?
Gabriel and Luke shared a look and then stared back at me, waiting. They waited for me to voice my own opinion if I wanted to go off with Lily or not.
Maybe it was better if we split up. Looking around, there weren’t any other girls. Just the three men and the woman. Boys with a single girl.
If they were in the Academy, then it obviously was allowed. North had come here to ask about me, possibly to see how I could join with them? 
I nodded, relenting to the request, but I pulled my phone from Gabriel’s pocket. I’d hold onto that. Just in case.
Gabriel let me without looking at what I was doing. He knew.
Luke touched my arm briefly, encouraging.
I moved forward, feeling a knot tightening in my stomach. This was more than I’d bargained for. North had talked to them; I had to believe if he talked to them about me, then I should be able to trust them.
Why hadn’t North told me?
 
 



LILY’S DOG TEAM
 
 
Moments later, I was sitting on a clean sofa in a library. I’d never been in a formal library in a home before. This one was better than I’d ever dreamed to have for myself.
There were rows of paperbacks and hardbacks alike stacked on built in bookshelves surrounding us. The windows were stained glass, depicting characters from different fairy tales. The couches were plush, cozy. The fireplace, even unlit, was painted white and carved and beautiful, the marble mantle cluttered with photographs.
Several were of Lily and the other three members of her team, plus an additional male with brown hair and handsome like the others. Some photos were of the group when they were younger. They’d been together for a while.
With the door closed behind us, even with Lily nearby, who was a stranger to me, the room felt cozy. 
I wanted a room like this one day.
Perhaps with one of Gabriel’s murals painted on the walls without bookshelves. 
It was funny to think of it, because it was the first moment I saw a future with the boys. I thought of Kota stocking the bookshelves, of Gabriel painting, of North building the shelves, or curling up with Nathan on a sofa to read or for a nap.
This place was a home.
I was jealous of what she had. I swallowed back emotions and waited quietly as Lily sat down on the sofa opposite me, smiling.
“Really,” she said. “I’m sorry about the guys. They’re very protective. I suspect you’ve got the same issues.”
I nodded, unsure how to respond. She talked like she knew me, knew what I was going through, and yet I didn’t know anything about her.
She curled up, bringing her feet off the floor and tucking them under a pillow. She sat forward, keeping her head level with mine as she talked. “I hope you don’t mind, but I thought this would be more comfortable. You probably have a lot of questions.”
My mind was a jumble of nerves. I didn’t know where to start. How much could she know? She didn’t know North was there to talk to John until just now. So how could she assume?
Her smile never faltered as she waited for me to reply. When I didn’t, she continued, pressing her fingers toward her own chest, causing the material of her sweater to press against her ample breasts. “I’m a friend,” she said softly. “If you’re here to find out how a girl in the Academy can join a dog team...”
“I’m not in the Academy yet,” I said quickly, not wanting to give her the wrong impression. “I just learned about it a few months ago when I met the guys.”
Lily nodded solemnly and then sat back. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” she asked. “It’ll help me to help you.”
My lips parted. Tell her everything? Was it safe?
Remember, they’re Academy, I told myself. The boys had said so. North had been here seeking answers. 
The only question that remained was, would Mr. Blackbourne want me to do this? He had said trust to the Academy. Did this mean others?
I felt no threat from Lily, though. I was more concerned about the boys and what they would think. She smiled quietly, curled up and comfortable.
She had boys on her team. That seemed to be a hard thing to do. I needed to ask her about it, and to learn what North knew.
I didn’t know anything about the Academy.
The boys couldn’t tell me.
Could she?
“I’m…trying to join the Academy through my team,” I said.
Her smile remained, delicate. “Start at the beginning. How did you meet them?”
I started with meeting Kota and then the others, and then how I ended up mixed in and living with Nathan. I skimmed through parts about school and their mission, and things that had happened with Volto, Jade and Danielle. Mostly I talked about discovering what I knew about the Academy and how I was now part of a group, and how concerned we were about keeping the family together.
While I was talking, Henry came in with a tray filled with of glasses of lemonade, a pitcher, and a plate of shortbread cookies and napkins. He entered quietly, but I clammed up. Lily told him to leave the tray. He placed it on the coffee table between us and left. Lily encouraged me to try the lemonade. I took a sip and started talking again.
The sun dropped lower behind the trees surrounding the property, making the house appear darker than it really was. I finally got to the events of today, my discussion with Mr. Blackbourne when I mentioned my desire to join with the boys and focus on the future.
“You have quite the history,” Lily said when I was finished. She lifted her lemonade and took a few sips from it. “It’s amazing you’ve gotten this far without anyone in other Academy groups peeking in and trying to interfere.”
“Is that normal?” I asked quietly.
Lily put down her glass. “Eventually, they will,” she said quietly. She looked up, glancing around the room and out the window. “Your North was right to come to us, but it’s probably better if you and I talk directly.”
My heart beat quickly in my chest, thudding against my ribs, even as I sat still, wide-eyed and waiting. Fear threaded through me, and I worried about having made a mistake by talking with her. Maybe I’d told her too much. Would she notify the Academy ?
“I know what you’re thinking,” Lily said, breaking through my web of fears. “You don’t want to make a wrong move. You don’t want to risk the others, their feelings, or do something that would cause the group to split up.”
My spine straightened at her words. “Yes, that’s exactly...”
“And you want to stay with your team,” she said. “It’ll be difficult with the Academy. It’s not common for a girl to join with a group of men.”
I nodded in response.
“I was like you, Sang,” she said. She closed her eyes for a long moment and turned to face me before she opened them again to focus on my eyes. “I was in an...unhappy situation. The boys saved me. Like you, I was deep inside the group, committed to them, and unable to leave. We made mistakes. If you continue along this path, I hope I can save you from a few.”
I wanted to reply, but my mouth wouldn’t move. I’d talked for so long, finding relief in confiding in someone for an outside perspective. So I’m not weird? I’m not crazy for feeling this way? It’s okay that we try to do what they’re asking?
She took in a deep breath and then continued. “I want you to understand, though, that it won’t be easy. And anything we discuss here will stay between us forever. We should probably exchange phone numbers, and I want you to call me whenever you need help with anything.”
That sounded like a good idea. “What do I do?” I asked. 
“That’s up to you,” she said. “Do you want to join the Academy?”
I nodded, enthusiastically. “If it’s possible.”
“Oh, it is,” she said. “If they feel this strongly about you, you must be an excellent candidate.” She stood then, and walked around the couch, as quietly as a whisper. She paced behind the couch, almost on her toes, talking as she moved. “Where to start. I think your Mr. Blackbourne is correct; you need to get to know the guys individually. Find out where their hearts are. You don’t want to push them, though. From what you’ve told me, I think they might soon all realize what they’re in for.”
“What are we in for?” I asked.
She smiled quietly. “Do you care about them? Truly?”
I nodded. Why was she asking? Wasn’t it obvious?
“It’s difficult for people to understand. Normal people, that is. It’s a difficult concept.” She continued to pace slowly. She kept her hands behind her back as she did. The blond curls of her hair swept across her shoulders when she’d turn to go the opposite direction. “The Academy was reluctant to let me stay with my group. At first, they didn’t have a choice. They couldn’t pull me from the team, because I had a valuable part to play, and they were helping me with my problems. Luckily, even if I didn’t know it at the time, that gave us the time we needed to be in agreement.”
“Because everyone on the team has to agree that you should join the Academy and be on the team?” I asked. “But it seems there’s more to it than that. Like it might be difficult, even if they all agree. That’s what I don’t understand.”
“Have they told you about the jealousy issues?” she asked. “Has your team not explained that?”
“Mr. Blackbourne did. He said it was if one of them wanted to date someone else, then the outside person, who couldn’t know about the Academy, would become jealous when we needed time on missions together.” I’d almost forgotten that conversation, but it came to me vividly now. “How does your team handle it?”
She paused mid-step and faced me, her eyes wide with surprise. “They don’t date anyone else. They’re with me.”
Silence loomed between us, her eyes on me, making sure I understood.
They’re with me.
Her description felt like this was more than friends. Perhaps it was even closer than the family ideas that Mr. Blackbourne encouraged. They don’t date anyone else because they dated her. 
“All three?” I asked, trying to grasp her idea.
“Four,” she said, and she motioned to the pictures on the mantel. “He’s just not here right now. Off on an Academy mission somewhere.”
Four guys and her. “They all live with you?” I asked. It was obvious, but I wanted to simplify because I was finding it hard to grasp.
She nodded.
Again I was quiet, waiting for her to talk, while I suspect she was waiting for me to ask questions. 
It’s difficult for people to understand. 
Normal people.
They weren’t normal, either.
“Don’t think too hard on it,” she said quietly after a long moment. “Think of how you feel. You said you cared for them.”
I nodded. I was trying to focus, but it felt like my mind had broken. I was hearing her words. I understood them. I think I expected it to be more difficult, and yet it felt like it wasn’t real at all. Like trying to read a book in your dreams. The words flow, and you understand, but you don’t, and the memories drift as you wake up.
“I imagine they care for you,” she said, “otherwise there would have been fighting already. It’s rare for a team to get along when there’s only one girl. It’s why the Academy usually puts girls in girl teams. There’s some exceptions, like couple teams, but one girl on a team with multiple men is usually unheard of. Except for us. You might be the other exception. Eventually. If it goes that way for you.”
I sucked in a breath, tasting old ashes from the fireplace, books, a light sweet perfume from her. There were also scents in the room I hadn’t thought to identify, but now, I recognized as mixtures of colognes. Male scents. 
Like the boys. How familiar I’d come to be surrounded their scents. I breathed them in every time I was around them, and those familiar smells comforted me, though in different ways, as each one got close.
The possibility of a library where all the boys’ scents blended together was the idea I clung to. More than the Academy, was the idea of us together in the same spot. Lily proved to me that it was possible.
It felt like a selfish idea somehow. Could they be happy like that?
“The trick with Academy families,” she said, “is that the entire team needs to get along with each other.” She moved around the couch to sit again in front of me. She leaned her elbows on her knees as she talked. “That’s your goal. The boys think it has to do with them, but soon, they’ll know it’s entirely up to you.”
I stilled, holding my breath, staring and waiting. Me. It all would fall on me. What was I supposed to do?
As if she’d heard me, she answered. “Your team is slightly different than mine,” she said. “You might have some advantages. I can teach you what to do. Learn the things they love. Wear what they like seeing you wear. Remember their birthdays. Split your time as evenly as possible... no. That’s wrong. Some need more time than others. Some will care for you more the longer you’re away. There’s a balance somewhere. You’ll learn it. It depends on the each one.”
“What about the Academy?” I asked. I was getting lost in her list of things to remember. “If they don’t like it, would it be better to not join at all?”
“Join if you’d like,” she said. “Though you don’t have to. The problem is, depending on who you are, the Academy may ask, and even entice you to join them. They may offer things that you might want for your team, in exchange for you listening to their requests, like trying out other teams.”
“Like a bribe?” I asked.
“Of course,” she said, nodding. “They did that with me. Several times. They sent me to different girl teams, promising me that they’d trade favors and money in exchange. I thought about it for a long time. I saw it as an opportunity to better the boys, and to get out of their hair. To not be in the middle and to prevent fighting...no, that’s what they believed. The Academy. Even the thought of me leaving made them miserable. It was better for me to stay.”
“So you said no?” I asked. “If I want to stay with my team…” Was it that simple? To listen to the Academy try to bribe me away from my team, but in the end they’d simply let me remain with them?
“You’ll have to resist,” she said. “That was my mistake: to even consider leaving. But hopefully that won’t be yours. They’ll want to test you with another team. If you truly want to stay with your own team, you’ll have to ignore their promises. Thick and thin, you need to stay where you belong. You’ll have to find a way to prove to them you simply can’t join another team.”
It sounded like she was asking the impossible. “I still don’t fully understand the Academy,” I said. “I don’t know a lot about it.”
“Don’t you?” she asked. “You’ve talked with me for a good while. It seems like you know a lot about the Academy, and what you do know, you discovered on your own.”
Did I? I tried to recall what I’d said and what I knew. “It’s a secret school, sort of,” I said, as if saying things out loud to her would point out what I knew, and where I lacked information. “They have rules. Family first. Family is a choice...” I tried to recall the others.
She held up a slim finger and started to recite, smiling proudly as she did. “The Academy has four main rules to remember. The first, trust your family.” She held up another finger and counted off as she continued. “Two, family is a choice. Three, family first, Academy second. Four, when your family can’t be there for you, the Academy always will be.”
My eyes started to water, especially at that last rule. The Academy always will be. A promise hanging in the air, that the Academy would look out for you even when your family couldn’t. Just like how Kota and the others looked out for me when my own real family wouldn’t. Now Lily was telling me if Kota’s team couldn’t, the Academy would.
“I see you’re understanding,” she said, smiling and dropping her hand. “Yes, it’s what I love about the Academy, and why I can’t simply tell you to not join and stay as you are with them. The Academy helps your team and others. It’s a calling that those worthy of the Academy simply can’t ignore. If you’re eager to help out and participate, this is for you. It becomes your home, part of who you are.”
That sounded like what I suspected the Academy of being, and why the boys went off in the middle of the night to help each other and the Academy whenever they were called on. It was why even when they had some problems with me and questions about our future, belonging to the Academy was never in question. It was a constant in their lives. It always would be. Like it or not, it would be mine, too, whether I decided to join or not. Words came back to me from Mr. Blackbourne and the others, promises they’d whispered that I’d be okay from now on. It was the promise of the Academy repeating through them.
“There’s still much I don’t understand about it,” I said. “And they said I had to trust them in order to join.”
“It’s partially that,” she said. “You do have to trust your team. You also have to learn as you go. It’s part of your training. It’s not just CPR classes and learning how to listen and observe. Learning our purpose comes from participating in a family and pulling together. The Academy has very few rules, and the most important ones are first.” She curled up on the couch again, grabbing a pillow and holding it to her stomach. “But I feel I can help because I’ve been through it. If you have a question, you can talk to me. I may not be able to answer if it’s an Academy question, but I can tell you what to ask your Mr. Blackbourne or other people on your team. And I can explain what it might mean for you as a girl on the team. I’ll help where I can.”
I nodded. That sounded good. I understood there were things they couldn’t share, but if I was to join the Academy at all, I’d have to learn. Often, my problem was I wasn’t sure if I should ask or what I could ask. Some guidance would be helpful.
There was a knock at the door then. It opened, and the man with strawberry-blond hair poked his head in. He looked at me quickly and addressed her. “They’re getting antsy,” he said, his voice deep and scratchy. “I think they want her back.”
“Of course they do,” she said, winking at him. I got the feeling she was toying with him. “They might not be the only ones who want someone back.”
He frowned and closed the door behind him.
“That’s one thing you’ll learn from the boys,” she said, sighing and tossing the pillow to the corner of the couch. “They want you within eyesight. I can barely read in here without one of them eventually coming in and sitting nearby.”
That sounded familiar. “I haven’t had much time to myself since I’ve met them.”
“Ask for it when you need it,” she said. “That’s another thing I had to learn. I don’t often need to now, but every once in a while, I take the car to shop or do something away from the boys. It does them good to miss you every once in a while.”
I couldn’t imagine the boys letting me take the car alone, to shop or do anything else. “I don’t have a license,” I said quietly.
“Let me know if you need me to take you anywhere,” she said. “And depending on where you live, you might be able to take a taxi if I’m not available.” She stood and moved to a desk that was nearby. She pulled a card from it, and then wrote on the back. “This is my cell phone number. And on the front is Henry’s number, too.” She held it out to me and I glanced down, noting the front of the card was information about some nonprofit organization.
“Thank you,” I said. I stood, waiting for her cue to leave.
She watched as I rose from the couch, studying me. She nodded quietly. “This will be a long road,” she said. “But you’re not alone. Not like I was. I hope I can be of some help.”
“I’m just not sure what to do,” I said, revealing the worry I had most often. “I don’t really know what I’m doing.”
“I know,” she said. She lifted a hand and clasped mine that was still holding her card. “I’m here to tell you, it’s okay to love them in your own way, and in your own time. And for them to love you in return. Things may change over time. Some may move on, or come back. If they love you, they’ll always remain in your heart and nearby. It works out. It always does.”
I was stiff as she touched me. My nerves were acting up, but I held onto the card. It felt like the key to answers. I had so many questions.
She released me and turned toward the door. She stopped midway and then faced me again. “One thing,” she said. “Tell your Mr. Blackbourne you’re working with me. He’ll probably approve, but you don’t need to keep secrets from him. I know it’s hard.”
“He wants to find out about my real mother,” I said. “About the past. But I want to work on us and joining the Academy.”
She breathed in sharply through her teeth. “You’ve cut right to the heart of it. It’s good to do that. Really... Actually, you’re right. You should work on you first.” She folded her arms together in front of her stomach and leaned forward a little to look me in the eyes. “Yes,” she said. “Family first. However, the Academy will want to know about your past, and will tell you that you should know, too. Hiding in the dark isn’t what we do.”
I looked at her, terrified of her answer. “The Academy will want to know?”
She nodded. “You should know before they do,” she said. “Because you don’t want them to find out and learn something that will get you to change your mind about joining the team you’ve got, or joining the Academy altogether. They want you to be fully aware of the options you’ve got, the choices that are out there, and if this is what you really want. It’s the fight we all go through with them. We know our past so we’re sure our future is what we want.”
A future with them was what I wanted. Couldn’t they understand? I raced for something to say for her, feeling rushed and not ready to leave when I needed someone to understand I wasn’t ready for the past. There had to be another way. Hadn’t she been listening when I told her my mother was dead, and my stepmother had accused my father of raping her? I’d talked so quickly, I couldn’t remember. She needed to understand. They all did. I didn’t want to know.
“Talk to Mr. Blackbourne,” she said. She stood taller and headed for the door. “Tell him what you’ve told me. You want to work on your team for now. You want to deal with the past later. He might just agree with you. Eventually, though, you’ll have to face it. It might be better if your team was all on your side and you were sure about the others. First things first.”
Terror struck through me, a sharp blade slicing tiny cuts into my heart. Mr. Blackbourne had to have known. It was why he had sought answers without asking me. The Academy would want to know, and would want me to know. He was going to find those answers for me.
Nothing could change my mind about the team, though. Knowing Lily was here with her team, I knew it was possible. I didn’t need to know the details of her past to understand it must have been complicated. The marks on her arm, the cautious way the guys guarded her, like Gabriel and Luke guarded me, told me that they were family. Like the boys were my family. They’d been through so much, and it had bonded them.
I was part of my team. I needed to get them on my side before my past came up to the Academy somehow.
Before we looked at it together, and might discover some reason for me to not join. Before they found out I wasn’t good enough somehow.
I held onto the card she gave me as she left the room and I followed. 
I wasn’t sure how I knew it, but as I walked out of that library, I knew I’d return. I had questions I needed answers to, questions I hadn’t come up with yet. The thoughts running through me were overwhelming.
Together meant more than I’d ever imagined. 
 
 



LIFE CHANGES
 
 
The sun was setting as Luke drove through the streets and headed back to the city. 
“You were talking to her for a long time,” Gabriel said. “What’d you all talk about?”
How much did they know? Was I supposed to tell them what Lily told me? I thought I could at least be general. “She was helping me understand what I had to do to join the Academy.”
“Oh,” Gabriel said. He looked at Luke. Luke shared a look back. “How much did she tell you?”
I blinked. I’d been lost in thought from the time we left Lily’s house. I was thinking of her, of her team, of the library. Wondering how she got there, how her team managed to stay together. I was trying to figure out how I could mimic her. I hadn’t thought that the boys might have had a similar conversation with Henry, William and the others. “How much did they tell you?” I asked.
The boys looked at each other again, sharing a silent conversation. In a snap, their heads faced the windshield, focused ahead. Gabriel folded his arms across his chest. Luke gripped the wheel. “Nothing,” they said together.
Quiet followed. There was an intensity between them. Had the men told them something similar to what Lily told me, or something different?
Or did they not like what they heard?
The concept was momentous. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I understood it in a general sense, but it wasn’t reality to me. Lily and her team were together. Together together. They were okay with it. They were standing right in front of me, in their home that they shared. One girl, a handful of guys. 
While the discovery of having to figure out my past had been startling, and had thrown me off, it wasn’t until we were in the car and we were on our way back that I couldn’t stop thinking of how they were together. 
It wasn’t dissimilar to how I was around the guys when they were together. Why did it strike me as so crazy now?
Maybe because it was in a way that I wasn’t really willing to look at fully yet. They weren’t just friends living together. They were romantically involved with each other. The men with her.
They wanted her, and not another girl. They were willing to share. 
It went against every romance novel I’d ever read, every romantic twist in movies. Even if there was a love triangle of sorts, the heroine always ended up with one. 
This wasn’t normal.
I glanced at Gabriel. He’d sunk down low in his seat, staring out the window, his hands deep in his pockets. He was deeply lost in his own thoughts.
Luke drove. I saw some of his face in the mirror, but when I’d lean over to see his eyes, he would lean over the steering wheel, or shift to the side, avoiding my eyes.
I lowered my head, too scared to say anything. 
I pulled my phone out, and realized I’d left messages from Silas, Nathan and Mr. Blackbourne unanswered. I was embarrassed then, realizing they might be worried or thinking I was ignoring them all. If they only knew…
While Luke was driving, I sent replies to all three in order.
 
Sang: Silas, miss you, too. Hanging out with Luke and Gabriel. Hope your day was okay.
Sang: With Luke and Gabriel. Not sure where we’re headed next. I’ll ask.
Sang: Sorry I didn’t answer before, Mr. Blackbourne. Sunday breakfasts sounds fine. Maybe we should work on a schedule like you mentioned.
 
I waited for a long moment, trying to think of something else to say to him and then thought of Lily and simply came out with what she said. If I didn’t say it now, I’d hold it inside me forever. I couldn’t keep a secret from him. Not when he might be able to help me process this. 
 
Sang: I’ll need to talk with you about meeting Lily. We went to go see her. I’m sorry if we weren’t supposed to. 
Sang: She said I should tell you I met with her and her team today: four men and a woman. She wanted to help me get into the Academy and stay on your team.
Sang: And she said we should focus on us for now, and worry about the past later.
 
That seemed to be easier to say when I was saying it was Lily’s idea. 
Mr. Blackbourne was the only one to respond right away.
 
Mr. Blackbourne: We’ve got a lot to talk about. Tomorrow.
 
My heart was in my throat, but I agreed with him. There was a lot to talk about. Exhaustion settled into me. I put my phone away and pushed a palm to my chest. The whirlwind of emotions were making it impossible to think clearly.
Luke stretched in his seat. “I’m going to have to go back. North’s at the diner. He needs me to take over for the evening.”
“He needs to sleep,” I said.
“Like I can make him do anything,” Luke said. 
“Taking her back?” Gabriel asked. “Let’s see if Nathan will let me...”
“Can I stay with you, Gabriel?” I asked quickly. I needed him more than ever in the moment. I needed to know what he learned from the others, and thought some time together would work. I needed to process all of it before I went back to Nathan and the others. Nathan would know if I was trouble. Kota would know. How could I look them in the eyes and figure out a lie and not tell them the truth about this?
They both turned their heads to look at me, Luke through the rearview mirror and Gabriel by turning fully in his seat.
“Shit, at my house?” Gabriel asked.
“Why not?” I asked. 
“Because it’s a crap hole,” he said.
“It’s not that bad,” Luke said.
“It’s a broke ass trailer,” Gabriel said. “And my bed is small.”
“We offered to get you a bigger bed,” Luke said. 
“Why spend the money when I’m always at your house or Nathan’s or Victor’s? I’m going to get a new bed to sleep in maybe twice a week?”
Luke shrugged. “Sang wants to stay with you.”
“Ugh, fine,” Gabriel said. He sat back. “Sang, you can stay tonight. But we have to get up early for Victor when he picks us up tomorrow.”
“I wish I could spend the night,” Luke said, pouting. 
“Next time,” Gabriel said. “I never get time with her.”
“I never get time with her,” Luke said.
They glanced at each other, almost a glare but something else was between them. A mutual understanding of some sort, like they were trying to get along.
My nerves rattled through me. What had Lily’s guys told them?
 



GABRIEL COLEMAN, EMBARRASSED
 
 
We stopped at a fast food place and had dinner together. Quiet gazes and questions flashed between all of us. It was a surreal moment, to have spent the time at Lily’s. It felt like another world. We’d walked through the magical land behind the wardrobe and come back again to the real world and suddenly the real world felt different than before.
Still, we couldn’t bring it up. I couldn’t blame them. I needed time to process. I couldn’t imagine what they were going through. 
After dinner, Luke dropped us off at Gabriel’s trailer. 
Gabriel had to unlock the door with his keys. The inside was dark, except for a light down the hall in his bedroom. We entered quietly, but from the sound of it, I didn’t think Pam was home. Unless she was dead asleep in her room, the place was too quiet.
Gabriel went into the bedroom and flopped onto the bed. “Good,” he said. “She’s not here. Maybe she went out with her new boyfriend.”
Maybe because she was a parent, it was hard for me to imagine Pam with someone romantically. “On a date?”
“Something like that.” Gabriel rolled over and then sat up. “What do you want to do?”
It was getting dark outside, and while it was still a little early, I was exhausted. Emotions within me felt tight like thin wire, ready to snap and leave me broken. I needed to sleep, to let them settle so I could look at this again with fresh eyes. “I’m tired,” I said.
“Same here,” Gabriel said. He moved to the dresser.
I took his place on the bed, waiting. I resisted simply curling up in it with my shoes on and passing out.
He opened the drawers and picked through the contents. “Get dressed in here,” Gabriel said, tossing the T-shirt at me. “Just put this on. I guess I can’t yell at you for looking like shit if we’re just going to sleep anyway.”
I started to pout. Would I look that bad just wearing his shirt? 
“Don’t start that. Fuck what I say, Sang. Jesus. Why do you even listen to me? You’d look good in a trash bag.” He pulled clothes from the drawer for himself. He slammed the drawer closed. He walked out the door, closing it behind himself and stomped off toward the bathroom.
I pilfered through my book bag, pulling out the black underwear with the heart he’d said he liked earlier. He might not see me wearing it if I put the shirt on, but knowing he liked them warmed me up.
Wear what they like seeing you wear. Do what they like.
I stripped out of my clothes. I kept my bra on, slipping out of my old underwear. I was just pulling the clean underwear on my butt when I heard yelling out in the hallway.
“Gabriel Joseph fucking Coleman,” Pam boomed loudly, and the house vibrated, the door shaking, like she was stomping or pounding on the wall. “Get out of the bathroom right now.”
My whole body rattled. I tiptoed to the door, pressing my ear to it. Not that I needed to, but I wanted to lean against something to stop my shaking. I wanted to listen and be able to stay behind the door if Pam wanted to come in here for some reason.
There was the rattling of a doorknob and then a door squeaked open. “Jesus, what do you...” Gabriel said.
There was a loud smack. “What did I tell you about using the lord’s name? Now get out. I have to clean up.”
Gabriel yelled something back at her, but she screeched louder. The door at my ear started to move and I leapt back a few feet to steer clear.
Gabriel stomped in. “Fuck you,” he yelled at her. He turned, facing her in the hallway. Although his body blocked my view of her, I stretched my arms across my bare stomach, as if that would cover my body. 
From the other side of the trailer came another voice. “Pammy,” a male voice called. “Is that boy giving you shit?”
My heart raced in my chest. Who else is here?

Gabriel’s body shook, and he quickly pushed the door closed, shoving his entire body against it as if to hold it in place. 
I landed next to him against the door, putting my ear to the door again, looking up at him. 
The male voice spoke again, still distant. It was lower this time; he and Pam laughed together. 
Gabriel’s eyes caught mine. 
“Who is that?” I mouthed. I got that it was probably her boyfriend, but I was rattled. Would it be better if I did know? At this point, I wanted to crawl under the bed and hide until both Pam and the man went away.
Gabriel shook his head. He didn’t want to tell me. He blinked repeatedly, his eyes dropping from my face, sliding over my shoulders, and down, seeming to suck up every revealed inch of my skin. “Fuck me,” he whispered.
I knew my cheeks were heating up, but when I thought about it, Gabriel had seen me naked in the closet in my mother’s house. This was Gabriel, the one who practically dressed me every morning. 
And then I realized he was in just his boxers and the blue tank shirt on his chest and nothing else. I admired his collarbones, his wide shoulders and the lines of his body, before I blinked and forced myself to turn away and stop staring.
This seemed to snap Gabriel’s attention back to now. His hand shot out, opening the drawer to the dresser nearby. He fished out one of the large button up shirts, unfolding it.
“Pam,” the male shouted. “Get your ass out here.”
I stiffened, putting my ear against the door again, trying to listen to what was going on. I was worried Pam would come back. Maybe she didn’t know I was here. I wasn’t sure we should tell her.
Gabriel positioned himself behind me, hovering over me and putting his own ear to the door. There was shuffling outside in the hallway, and I was worried the man or Pam might shove the door open on us, but the noise seemed to go away, out into the living room. I heard the voices again. Too low to hear what they were saying.
As I was listening, Gabriel backed off an inch. I wasn’t thinking about it, but then felt his hand on the small of my back, sliding down and touching the hem of my underwear. 
I blushed again, looking back at him, confused. Did he want me to move?
His eyes were on my butt. I understood then. I was wearing the heart underwear he had commented on earlier. Now my cheeks were really too hot. I hadn’t expected him to see that. 
His fingers traced the edge of the panties. “Hidden heart...” His eyes drifted up, until the deep crystal blue pools caught mine and I found myself unable to reply.
His eyes drifted down again, stopping at my mouth. The shirt he’d pulled from the dresser dropped to the floor.
I twisted, until my back was against the door. “Gabriel?”
He breathed out slowly, his hands catching my wrists until they were pinned to the door. His head lowered, his eyes closed.
His lips found mine. 
My eyes fluttered closed. The warmth of his lips sent waves through me, making me forget about Pam and the man who were outside the door. I inhaled the mix of musk and lavender; a fresh drop of cologne he’d put on. 
His kiss was hard against my lips, desperate. When I thought he was going to release me, his lips dipped in further. I moved my mouth like Silas had taught me, parting my lips, wanting to let him kiss deeper. 
His hands released my wrists and slid down to my waist and down further, grabbing my thighs leaning me hard against the door. The door wedged up against the frame, creaking. My arms wove their way around his neck until I was clinging to him, afraid to let go. 
His mouth swooped in against mine again and again. He tilted his head slightly, until I felt the need to angle my head the other way. His hands curled under my thighs, drawing them higher, until I was off the floor. I wrapped my legs around his waist. He held me by my thighs against the door.
“Sang,” he breathed against my lips before he dove in for another kiss. “Trouble...fuck...” He’d break the kiss only for a second, only to utter one word, but would return, meeting my lips over and over again. “Stop...wait...” he dove his head in, suckling at my lower lip. “Stop...for a...second...” 
Stop? I didn’t understand. Only I couldn’t back away, because I was against the door. And I couldn’t let go of him, because he had me up off the ground. I tightened my arms around his neck, simply trying to hang on. His kisses were making me dizzy.
“Stop...Sang.” He grunted into the kiss, making his lips vibrate against mine. He sucked at my lip again before releasing it, parting his lips and diving in hard against my mouth, as if trying devour me. 
He grunted again, his fingers gripping my thighs. He lifted me away from the door. He turned, holding onto me, and stumbled forward. His kisses alone made me dizzy, and with my eyes closed, I didn’t know where he was going.
His mouth sought out my lips again. I responded, kissing him back. 
“Sang,” he breathed against my lips. 
I kissed him again, unable to find my voice, not having anything to say. I didn’t want to stop, because I didn’t want to think outside what was happening. I was thinking of Gabriel. Of his handsome face, and the way his fingers massaged my scalp when he washed my hair, and the beautiful art he did. I thought of today, us running through the woods. The chaotic meeting with Lily was complicated. This was simple. I’d been a jumble of feelings and he was here and his kiss was soothing it all. 
He stumbled forward, me still in his arms. His teeth grazed my lip. “Sang,” he said, his voice a little stronger, almost stern. “Stop. Fuck.” Kiss. “Sang.” Stumble forward. “Stop.”
But his lips sought out mine again. I didn’t understand. I parted my lips more, mimicking as my teeth grazed against his lower lip.
 “Fuck shit...” he called out, and he stumbled forward again, careening to the left and going down.
Gabriel landed on his knees, tilting forward, and letting go of one of my thighs to land a palm on the floor. I was hanging on by my arms around his neck and my legs grabbing around his waist, while he held himself up with one arm. I stopped kissing simply to hang on, clinging to him desperately.
“Fuck, Sang,” he said. “I can’t walk when you do that.” 
I kissed his lips again to smother a giggle. He wanted me to stop because he couldn’t walk around with me? Why was he trying to walk?
He grunted and carefully lowered me until I was on my back on the carpet. His palms slid across my thighs, up my hips, until he was holding me at the waist, as if trying to hold me down against the floor. His lips dove in again against my mouth. I felt the ribs of his tank pressing against my stomach.
I kept my arms wrapped around his neck, unsure of where else to put them. His kisses made sparks that zeroed into my heart. His hands warmed me as his palms traced across my skin, feeling my sides, sliding across my hips. My body was electrified and felt every bit of him pressing on top of me. His lips were demanding—exactly what I would have expected from him, like when he would take my hair clip or tell me how to dress. He used his teeth and lips to nip until it almost hurt, but it was an exquisite pain. He needed this. It was comforting to me, feeling needed.
I never wanted to stop. I hadn’t been sure how he felt about me. Today, I’d been worried that our meeting had lost something between us. But kissing him reconfirmed this was Gabriel and whatever was between us, it was magic.
The door to his bedroom rattled and then swung open. “Gabe, I thought I told you...Holy Mary, Joseph and Jesus.” 
Gabriel jerked himself back until he was on his knees between my legs, turning to face Pam. Then suddenly he slammed his knees together, and bent over. For a second, I thought something hurt in his sudden movements, because he covered the entire front of his boxers. “Get out,” he roared at her. 
Pam’s eyes were glossy, her lips smeared with red lipstick, but she focused on us on the floor and then made the sign of the cross against her body. “Thank you, Jesus.”
Gabriel nearly barked through his growling, shooting up from the floor and colliding with the door. He shoved Pam out of the way before he slammed it. “Get the fuck out,” he called out. He kept his front to the door, pressing his shoulder into it.
Pam pounded at the door. “Gabe, you better pick a better spot than the dirty floor. Sang doesn’t need to get all scuffed up on the carpet.”
“Shut up,” he said. 
The door lurched against him, as if she was trying to wedge it open. It forced him to use his back instead, using his legs to help hold it closed. “And you better wear a fucking condom. I don’t want to be a grandmother. I’m too young for that.”
Gabriel gazed over at me on the floor, his face red and blotchy, eyes wild, his chest heaving as he breathed hard. I propped myself up onto my elbows, but couldn’t dare move from where I was. I was too embarrassed about her comment about condoms, and terrified she’d come in again. 
When it sounded like Pam had moved away from the door, Gabriel breathed out a loud sigh, sliding to the floor onto his butt. His head rolled back against the door, but he kept his eyes on me. “Just shoot me now, okay?”
I eased myself up until I was propped up on my hands. “Gabriel,” I called to him softly. I didn’t know how else to respond. His stepmom and her behavior wasn’t his fault. 
My calling to him seemed to catch his attention. He picked himself up and started knee-walking across the floor.
When he was about halfway to me, the bedroom door opened again. Pam’s thin hand poked in. She dropped a handful of silver foil-wrapped condoms onto the floor and then closed the door again.
Gabriel growled, pushing a palm to his eye. “Fuck me,” he said.
The heat of a blush radiated from my face all the way down to my toes. I didn’t want to imagine what Pam thought we were doing. I was nowhere near ready for that, especially after today. 
Gabriel bypassed me and crawled to his bed, hauling himself up until he was sprawled out on his back, gazing up at the ceiling. He sighed heavily. “What the hell are we doing, Sang?”
I didn’t have an answer for him. My mouth felt glued shut. I could still feel a bit of his saliva at the corners of my mouth, but I didn’t want to wipe it away. 
Gabriel crushed his palms into his eyes. “What the hell am I going to do? I can’t...I don’t have a favor left... I don’t...I didn’t mean to.”
My mouth fell open, horror-struck. “You didn’t want to?” I asked quietly, surprising myself with the question. 
He dropped his hands and turned his head, gazing at me on the floor. “You’re too beautiful for your own good, you know?”
My cheeks heated again, and my hand shifted up until a finger fluttered against my lip. The mix of emotions and tiredness had me so anxious.
“See? Even like that. Even when you look like you’re scared and all girl crazy.” He dropped his head back against the pillow, covering his face with his elbow. “I can’t look at you anymore. I just want to kiss the fuck out of you. There’s no way...What the hell would you want with a guy like me?”
A guy like him? Was he kidding? Beautiful Gabriel, my ever-demanding artist. What in the world was he thinking?
I lifted myself from the floor, moving quietly until I was at the foot of the bed. I crawled forward, hovering over him. I didn’t want him to be upset because his stepmom embarrassed him. That didn’t matter to me.
Gabriel moved his arm from his head, his face lighting up in surprise. “Sang...wait,” he said. His hands captured mine and almost pushed, as if trying to get me to back off, but weakly.
I planted a hand on his chest to hold myself steady and lowered down until I could kiss his cheek. It seemed important.
He breathed against my face. “Sang...” he whispered. “God, please, don’t tease me. I can’t take it.”
I didn’t know what he meant by teasing. I moved until I was kissing his other cheek. I lifted my head and then kissed his brow. “Gabriel,” I whispered against his skin. Gabriel meant a lot to me and I had to prove it to him somehow. I didn’t like how he so easily pushed me away. It felt too much like rejection and I couldn’t take it. Not after today.
Gabriel grunted. “Fuck it,” he said. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and pulled me in. His lips found my face, close to my ear. “I can’t stop myself when you say my name like that.” His lips met my ear, kissing the lobe, gently pulling it between his teeth.
I didn’t understand what he meant. When his kisses trailed across the crest of my cheek, I couldn’t think of anything other than to whisper his name again. “Gabriel?”
“Like that,” he said against my skin. “You say the whole thing every time. You never shorten it. And that voice.” He kissed the corner of my mouth. “I’d keep you up all night just to hear it.”
I turned my head slightly until my lips brushed against his. Shorten his name? The others occasionally called him Gabe. He liked it when I called him Gabriel. I’d call him that forever.
Gabriel lifted his body, turning until I spilled over on my side on the bed. He propped his head up on his elbow, gazing down at me. His fingers slid across my cheek, catching one of the locks of hair against my face. He curled my hair between his fingers. “Why’d you have to be so perfect?” he asked. “I can’t stand dressing you.”
I swallowed to recover my voice. “You’re always telling me what to wear.”
“Nothing is ever good enough,” he said. He combed my hair with his fingers. “I feel like I’m putting rags on porcelain. I barely tolerate the things you do wear.”
I thought if he said any more, that I’d break into a dozen pieces. He was being so sweet, saying things that melted my heart. He never told me this before. Now it was overwhelming. 
I drifted a hand up, catching his blond locks in my fingers like he did mine. I brushed his hair between my fingertips, feeling the smoothness. “I love how you do your hair,” I said. I wanted to give him something. I didn’t want the moment to pass without telling him what I’d always thought and hadn’t dared to tell him. I combed my fingers into the blond, until it combined with the russet brown in the back. “I like how it’s two different colors.”
“Mr. Blackbourne says it’s too punk,” Gabriel said. “He always wants me to change it.”
“No,” I said, whining a bit. “I like it. It’s you.”
Gabriel’s mouth cocked into a smirk. “Are you calling me a punk?”
Who was teasing who now? “Will you just let me compliment your hair?”
“Is that why you let me kiss you? Because you like my hair?”
I huffed at him. He was fishing for more compliments, I knew. I was going to retort with something funny but I stopped myself. He probably expected it. I didn’t want to fall into a mouthy battle with him. “I love it when you sing,” I said. “Like when I first met you and you were singing my name.”
Gabriel held his smirk, but it faltered at the corner. “Sang...”
“And I love the way you tell me what to wear. Even when you’re not around, you make sure I pick the right clothes. Like how you line up my clothes in Nathan’s closet. It’s like that you’re always around me even when you’re not.”
He inhaled sharply. “Sang,” he said in a whisper.
“And I like when you wash my hair,” I said. “I like how your fingers rub against my scalp.”
Gabriel drew in close, his lips parting and zeroing in on my mouth.
But I had things to say, and he was trying to stop me. I backed my head up a little, until his lips only met my cheek. “And I love your bedroom. I wish I had one like this. And I’m completely jealous of how you can draw. I wish I could see all the other murals you’ve made.”
“Shush,” he said, and his hand drew up against my thigh, popping me lightly. He tried to zero in on my lips again, but I turned my head, making him kiss my other cheek.
“And I love the earrings,” I said. “Even the black ones. I like the crystals. I like how you pick different colors all the time.”
“Sang,” he said sharply. He gathered himself up, hovering over me. His hands sought out my chin, holding me steady. “I said shush.”
“And I love how you smell different every time I see you.”
“Shut up.”
“And I loved the time when my mom was keeping me in the closet...”
“Sang.”
“And I managed to get into the bathroom, and you were there...”
His head lowered, until his lips teased over my mouth. “Sang,” he breathed out. “Stop.”
Like I was going to stop now? It was hard enough to get started talking sometimes. Now I was spilling things and I didn’t dare stop. “And I told you to go away and you scrambled in after me. You sat in the closet with me, even when we could have gotten into so much trouble...”
His lips lowered, smothering my voice. His mouth covered mine, swallowing me up and diving back in for more. After a moment, he broke off, hovering. “You are Trouble,” he whispered. “You’ve been Trouble since I met you.”
“Meanie,” I whispered.
He lowered his mouth again, his lips brushing against mine. His head tilted, until his mouth locked against mine tightly. He leaned over me, until I rolled onto my back on the bed. His mouth and body followed where I went. His fingers slid up the side of my neck, until they snagged into my hair, and he positioned my head, tilting me where he wanted me as he kissed at my mouth. 
Suddenly, he broke off, drawing his head back and frowning down at me. “And who the fuck taught you how to kiss?”
I blinked up at him, having forgotten my own thoughts as he kissed me. “Um...” I started, unsure how to say it. “Silas said...” My eyes widened. I hadn’t meant to say it. My head was cloudy after his kiss.
“Ah,” he said, his crystal eyes glowed. “So that’s how the Greeks kiss, huh?”
I blushed, nodding. He didn't seem angry about it. That was better than I feared.
His eyes drifted to every corner of my face, as if tracing the lines. “Did he show you how the French kiss?”
I blushed, shaking my head.
The corner of his mouth teased up. “Still have a few things to show you then, I guess.”
Gabriel lowered his head again, and started kissing me like before. I got lost in his lips, and kissed in response, parting my lips and opening my mouth, letting him guide me how he wanted me. 
His tongue darted into my mouth. The tip touched mine. 
I jolted, sparked by the sudden sensation of his tongue touching mine. It caused me to back my head up a little, breaking the kiss, as I stared at him in surprise.
Gabriel looked back at me, his eyes wide. “What?”
“Sorry,” I said, my cheeks heating up. “I wasn’t expecting...”
He grinned. He lowered his head again at me. His lips parted and this time he dipped his tongue into my mouth, finding mine.
I let it happen, not moving at first. I couldn’t figure out how to move my mouth like Silas had told me to when he had his tongue in my mouth.
To get him to show me what I was supposed to do, I moved my tongue against his, pushing his back into his mouth, so I could put mine in his. Silently, I was asking him what to do.
He held tightly to me when I did this, his fingers gripped in my hair. He suckled at my tongue, drawing his lips along it until his mouth popped when he released. He dove back in, shoving his tongue back.
So I copied him.
Gabriel moaned. Just as I released his tongue, he broke his head away and sighed. “Shit,” he said. “Better than the biting.”
Was that the same for him? It was a surprising comment. The biting North and I had discovered was…exciting. In a different way. For Gabriel, he got the same feeling from this French kiss?
He backed up, curling me into him tightly so we were on our sides, pressed into each other tightly. He occasionally kissed my face or my mouth, but he seemed satisfied now. 
Gabriel managed to flick one of his blankets around us. At some point, we fell asleep together, legs and arms mixed up. It’d been a long day.
I was shaken awake what felt like moments later, but the frog in my throat and the stiffness in my body told me I’d been in that position for much longer.
I wasn’t sure what woke me at first, until the house around us started shaking. I sucked in a breath, holding it. Earthquake?
“You let that boy get to your head,” a male voice barked.
Gabriel groaned and then pulled me in closer, tucking my head into his shoulder. He covered my exposed ear with his hand. “Don’t listen,” he said. “They’re having a fight.”
I stared wide-eyed into the darkness, my heart awake and pounding. I was trying to figure if this was a dream I was having or reality.
Pam screamed at the man. The man yelled back at her. It was loud, slurred, and at times, I couldn’t understand anything except the occasional curse word, which often flew from their mouths at the same time.
“Get him out here,” the man rumbled as more banging shook the walls. “It’s time you told him to get out and get a job instead of playing all day. He should contribute. I got a job when I was fourteen.”
“He’s got a fucking job,” Pam said. “And he pays the bills.”
“He pisses it away on his friends and stupid shit,” he said. “I saw that new Gameboy he bought and the receipts for new clothes. Did you see the ones that were for girl clothes? I bet he’s buying her things.”
“He’s a teenager,” Pam yelled. “He’s paying his keep. You can’t yell at him just because you drank all the money.”
“Usually she’s not here,” Gabriel whispered to me. “She stays out all night with him.” He rubbed his palm against my cheek. “They’ll calm down in a minute. If they don’t, we’ll get up and go. Maybe climb out the window.”
There was another shake to the house. I stared at nothing, listening and wondering what he was doing. Hitting the walls?
“I’m not spending it all. He can’t possibly make that much.”
“You’re saying he’s stealing?”
“I know he is. And if he’s making that much, he should be paying rent.”
Gabriel grunted.
Suddenly, there were footsteps in the hallway and the room shook again, enough that Gabriel’s glass vials on the table rattled. Someone was banging on the door.
“Get up, faggot kid,” he yelled. “You’ve got that girl in there?”
“Shit,” Gabriel said, and he scrambled up. “Stay here. Hide under the blanket.”
I shoved myself under, embarrassed that I’d only kept on the bra and panties and that was it. If this guy walked in...
I found my phone in the sheets. I tugged it close, letting the screen light up. Should I call someone? Kota? Gabriel didn’t say, so I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t as convinced they’d simply go to sleep at this point. The guy seemed too wound up.
Gabriel went to the door, but instead of opening it, he pushed his back to it and then talked. “Go away.”
“Don’t tell me what to do.” There was a shake, and the crack of wood. He was shoving himself against the door.
“Go to bed,” Gabriel said. “You’re drunk.”
“Pam!” The man shouted. “Tell your son to get his ass out here.”
“This is your fight,” Pam said from what it sounded like across the house. “You should go to sleep. You got us kicked out of the bar already.”
There was more banging on the door and more shouting. Gabriel kept his back to the door, but the more he held it closed, the harder the man outside pushed. The door was cracking.
“That’s it,” Gabriel said. “Sang, let’s go.”
There was a harder shove then. The door splintered at the handle and Gabriel fell to the ground. 
There was a man standing in the doorway. He was mostly in shadow, but he was bulky, with a shaved head and big arms.
Gabriel hauled himself up and shouted, “Sang! Get out of here!”
I did what he said, getting up, but terrified. I didn’t want to go for the door. The man stood aside, seeming more interested in Gabriel.
Where else was I going to go? Climb out the window? Gabriel had mentioned it, but in the rush, I wasn’t sure that would be the fastest.
Suddenly, the man stood aside, seeming to allow me access. His fight wasn’t with me. 
I fled, dashing around the man, hoping Gabriel would follow, and from the scuffle behind me, it sounded like he was trying.
My goal was to get to the door and get it open so he could follow and make a clean getaway with me.
I didn’t see Pam, but I was moving too fast, my eyes blurred with tears, scared. Was she leaving us to her boyfriend’s anger? Is this what Gabriel had to deal with?
I got to the door, opened it, stepping outside into the cool night. I only then I realized I was still in my underwear and barefoot. 
I didn’t want to go back for my things. In my panic, I walked out onto the porch, but didn’t dare move further.
Gabriel was suddenly at my back, pushing me down the steps. “Go!” he shouted.
We ran together into the darkness, I stumbled at first, until Gabriel took my hand and lead the way.
I looked over my shoulder. The man stood at the door, shouting, waving his arm. He slammed the door closed. The yelling continued but he wasn’t going to run after us.
My heart raced, my eyes were wide and everywhere as we made our way through the night. I was holding onto my phone. 
I’d tell Mr. Blackbourne. Gabriel shouldn’t have to deal with a drunk man who wasn’t his parent yelling at him. Anger swept through me, for Gabriel’s sake. 
At least we’d escaped.
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Gabriel didn’t slow until we were nearly to the main road at the end of the neighborhood. He held onto my hand, pulling me along if I slowed. Finally, he stopped at the edge by the main road, looking up and down along the street. 
I shook where I stood, chilled by the cool November air, the cold ground under my bare feet and the fear still circulating through my body. The wind was damp, and the sky was overcast, threatening to rain but it hadn’t started yet. It promised to be a cool day.
“Shit,” Gabriel said. “Forgot my phone.”
“Here,” I said, passing him mine. I moved closer to him, trying to steal his body heat.
He let me get close, using one hand to dial on my phone. He put one arm around me as he held the phone to his face. “Hey Victor!” He said into it quickly. “Come pick up Sang and me. No, the old man Pam is dating had a fit. No, Pam should be fine. He doesn’t want to actually fight, he just wants to yell and scream. I didn’t want Sang there.” After a few minutes, he hung up. He looked down at me, and then yanked at his ribbed tank shirt, pulling it off. “Here,” he said. “Wear this.”
I wanted to refuse, but he kept pushing it at me, relentless. I pulled it on. He wore only his boxers now, and my legs and arms were exposed, but my stomach was covered. I guessed he didn’t want to go back for clothes either. I’d left my book bag with my clothes behind. Victor would help us, but my cheeks blazed as I thought about him driving up and seeing us like this. 
We stood there, arms wrapped around each other as we waited for Victor to arrive. I wanted to say something, but I was shaking too much, too cold to focus on what to say. 
Gabriel grumbled. “Shouldn’t have let you stay with me,” he said. “We should have stayed somewhere else.”
“I wanted to stay with you,” I said. “We don’t get to spend time together often.”
“I keep saying that,” he said. He pushed his face to the top of my head, his lips brushing against my hair. His palms rubbed up and down my back, trying to warm me. “I should talk to Mr. Blackbourne,” he said. 
“I did,” I said.
“Huh?” he asked.
He meant about spending more time with each other, right? I lifted my head so I could look at him. “I was talking with him before I came to see you today. I was telling him how I didn’t get much of a chance to see you. He said he’d make arrangements so we got more time together.”
“Oh,” he said. “I meant I should talk to him about moving out of Pam’s house, especially if you’re going to be visiting more. I barely sleep there as it is, mostly because of Pam’s boyfriend. I stop by to check on her, but...” He sighed. “She likes to pick up real jackass boyfriends. I think she has a thing for bullies. She likes the drama. She thinks it gives her power to try to keep her thumb on and nag at a loud, obnoxious boyfriend.”
“Oh,” I said, too cold to think of another response. I put my head down, closer to his body. We probably looked crazy, standing around in our underwear at the side of the road. I hoped other people were asleep and weren’t paying attention to us. I wasn’t even sure what time it was. 
“So,” he said quietly, still rubbing his hands along my back. “You wanted to spend more time with me? That’s how you ended up on my doorstep this morning?”
I nodded against him. “Yes,” I said. 
He chuckled, the sound deep and rumbling through his chest. “You’re so crazy.”
I giggled against him.
A shining light down the road distracted my attention. I looked, spotting car headlights.
Gabriel started toward it, but then pulled me back against a tree. “Just in case,” he said. “I mean, I don’t want it to be McCoy.”
I stepped carefully around to hide behind the tree, holding onto it and getting a few scratches from the rough bark. I didn’t want it to be Mr. McCoy. Or Volto. Or anyone other than Victor. I was too tired and stressed to run any more.
A silver BMW pulled up and Victor hopped out quickly, looking right at us standing by the tree. “Sang?” he called out. “Gabriel?”
Gabriel stepped out first, holding out his hands. “That was quick,” he said.
I stepped out from behind Gabriel and did a short wave at Victor, happy to see him. At least we’d both sleep somewhere safer tonight. I wanted to talk to Mr. Blackbourne, too, about Gabriel moving somewhere else. Maybe tomorrow.
Then I gritted my teeth, recalling everything else I needed to talk to him about. I sighed. Being part of this family was a lot of work.
Victor’s wavy hair was a mess on the side, like he’d been sleeping. He had on his usual white Armani shirt and black slacks, though they were wrinkled, like he’d thrown old ones on. He eyed us, noting our half-naked state. He moved to the trunk of the BMW and opened the back. He pulled out another two shirts, just like the one he wore, and two pairs of slacks, one black, one tan. “Here,” he said. “Put these on. Why are you two naked?”
“We were sleeping,” Gabriel said. He quickly reached for the tan slacks and one of the shirts, and passed the others to me. “We had to run out the door. I didn’t have time to grab her clothes. I tried, but after he started shoving when I reached for them, I just said fuck it and left.”
Victor eyeballed us carefully as we dressed. The moment I had the shirt on my shoulders, Victor came forward, and started to button up the shirt for me.
I grinned big, so happy to see him and willing to let him dress me. It was cute, and it made me feel safe. 
“I wish you’d have told me earlier,” Victor said. “You two could have slept at my house tonight instead of staying here.”
“She wanted to stay with me,” Gabriel said, looking down at his clothes as he buttoned his pants. “She asked Mr. Blackbourne to stay with me tonight.”
Victor looked at me, waiting for confirmation. I nodded, wanting to be honest, but unable to tell Victor the reasons behind it. Mr. Blackbourne said we should figure out where everyone stood, and while he said Victor was on our side, I didn’t really know yet, so I wanted to be careful.
How much did Victor know?
“That’s...nice,” Victor said. “But we need to be careful.”
“No shit,” Gabriel said. He headed to the car and opened the back door. “Let’s get going.”
Victor hurried around and opened the passenger door for me. I slid in while he ran around and got in on his side. He started up the car, and started the heat on full blast to warm the space.
I put my hands near the vent to thaw them. I’d been in colder conditions living up north, but cold was still cold. I wanted to warm up.
“You’re that cold?” Victor asked. He reached out as he drove, finding one of my hands. He pulled it into his, holding it and rubbing my fingers. His hands were warm, but I worried about him driving well with only one hand.
“I’m okay,” I said, giving my hand a slight tug and smiling. “At least we’re out. And Gabriel shouldn’t live there anymore if this is what he has to live with.”
“I agree,” Victor said, hanging on tighter to my fingers, not letting me go. “I think he should move in with me.”
“No,” Gabriel said. “If I move in anywhere, it’ll probably be with Luke or Nathan and Sang. Probably with Sang.”
“What’s wrong with my house?” Victor asked. “Then Sang can come over more often, because there’s two of us and it’s a big house.”
“Hmm,” Gabriel said, although from his tone, he didn’t sound as interested. 
Victor looked at me, smiling. “You don’t look too bad in my clothes. I think you look better than I do in them.”
I blushed. “Thanks.”
“Does she need more clothes?” he asked, and then focused his eyes on the road. “Maybe we should take the day off tomorrow. We can take her to the spa and then out clothes shopping.”
I sat up, looking at Gabriel. “You wanted to go, didn’t you?”
“I think we need to get to school tomorrow,” Gabriel said, his tone dark.
Tension sat thick in the car. I wasn’t sure what it was exactly. Gabriel slumped in the back seat, looking out the window. I wondered if he was embarrassed about what had happened. It wasn’t his fault. I’d been through worse with Nathan and the others and even my own family. 
Victor drove on in silence. I rocked my head against the headrest, closing my eyes.
I must have slept for a bit. I woke just as we were at the gate of Victor’s yellow, three-story house in downtown Charleston. The estate stretched out for an entire block, and part of it looked like a fancy, sculpted park.
The BMW rolled through the open gate, which then closed behind us quietly. I didn’t see anyone, but I knew there was security for the house, stationed in one of the outbuildings near the garage. 
Victor pulled up to the garage, parking his car outside of it, and hopped out. Gabriel scrambled out as well, and soon was at my door, opening it and urging me out.
I did so quietly, feeling the need to stay silent since it was so late. Were Victor’s parents here? If security saw us coming in, they might alarm his parents that we’d arrived. 
No one seemed concerned about this. They simply moved quietly. I followed close to Victor and Gabriel as they threaded around a walkway and headed to the back door.
Once we were inside, The hallway was dark. I squeezed tighter and reached for Gabriel’s hand, since he was close by. 
He held onto me, his thin fingers locking hard with mine.
They headed to the stairs. I tripped on the first step but Gabriel steadied me as I hurried to catch up.
On the third floor, Victor ducked down the hall to his bedroom. We followed.
I hadn’t been to Victor’s home for a while. His room was clean, his piano in the center of the room, and the bed and other furniture along the edges facing it, like the piano was always on stage and everything else in the room was listening to it. A quiet, never-ending concert.
The bed was unmade where Victor had been sleeping. The moment we were in the bedroom, and Victor had closed the door behind us, I yearned for the bed. After a frantic scramble and the long day behind us, I was exhausted. I’d be a mess at school in the morning, I was sure.
“Do we need anything?” Victor asked. “Are either of you hungry? Sang, do you want some tea? Or water?”
“I’m just tired,” Gabriel said. He rubbed a fist at his eye. “I can’t wait until we don’t have school again. Getting up in the morning will be a pain.”
“We still worked when we didn’t have school like this,” Victor said.
“That’s different,” Gabriel said. “We didn’t have to be somewhere exactly at a certain time every morning, when everyone else is getting up and going to work. Like people need to be at places at the same time for some reason.”
Victor smiled and shook his head, glancing at me. 
I shrugged and smiled back. I couldn’t blame Gabriel for complaining. I wasn’t looking forward to going to school tomorrow either.
I changed into one of Silas’s baseball shirts. The boys put on pajama pants and T-shirts. 
I was the first to crawl into bed and while I tried to wait on them, my eyes were closing on their own.
I slept heavily, and at the same time, I sensed them crawling into bed. Their scents mixed, so I couldn’t tell who was on the right or left. My legs knocked into someone. I rolled over and slept again.
Sometime while it was still dark out, a phone rang. I wanted to wake up, but my body wouldn’t move. Victor spoke, his voice husky from sleep. “Gabriel. It’s Kota.”
Curses flew from Gabriel’s mouth. “Tell him I left my phone at my house, I know. I’ll grab it tomorrow morning on our way to school. I’ve got to stop by anyway for my books—”
“No, not that,” Victor said, talking in a hushed tone like he didn’t want to wake me. “Mr. McCoy is scouting out the neighborhood here. He wants you to take my car and drive around the city a couple of times and head to his house.”
I was awake now, but remained still, pretending to be asleep. I wasn’t super worried about Mr. McCoy invading Victor’s house, especially with Victor and Gabriel right there. Also, someone in the Academy was following McCoy everywhere, plus Victor’s security team on patrol, so we were safe in the house. Why did we have to leave just because he was here? 
“You do it.”
“Can I do it?” Victor asked to I assumed Kota. There was a long pause. “He said he wants you to take my car. It should be odd enough that you’re taking off so early in my car to make him curious. If he’s not following you, I’m to drive off in another car. If he stays here, Dr. Green is going to pick up Sang. He wants to know who he’s after.”
Gabriel groaned and the blankets shifted. I flopped over, still pretending to be asleep so I wouldn’t get pulled into a car with anyone. They really needed to follow us this early in the morning? Was watching us sleep interesting? 
Victor got up, too, and whispered. “Sorry, Gabriel” he said. He shuffled, moving around the room. “Really, next time we get a chance, let’s take Sang to the spa. She likes it. We should take a day off.”
“Yeah, she likes it,” Gabriel grumbled low. “Of course she likes it. You pay enough for it.”
I tilted my head slightly, my eyes fluttering just enough to see without fully opening them. My breathing and heart stopped as I strained to listen. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Victor asked. 
Slowly, I tilted my head to try to see what was going on. Gabriel pulled clothes out of the closet, and stepped into a pair of jeans. “Nothing.”
Victor walked over to stand in the doorway of the closet. “Really, is something wrong? I thought you liked the spa? Did she say something? Was she uncomfortable for some reason?”
“You can’t keep throwing money at her,” Gabriel said, standing up fully. He held his shirt in his hand, balled in his fist as he used it to point at Victor. “I can’t keep up with that.”
I swallowed, my heart pounding in my chest. 
Victor looked back my way, and then at Gabriel. “Let’s go out into the hall.”
I held my breath. Gabriel finished putting his shirt on and then grabbed a pair of shoes and followed Victor out. Victor pulled the door behind them, but left it open a sliver.
I sat up and creeped toward the door to hear. I was dying to know. I couldn’t help it. Gabriel was upset and lashing out at Victor. Did I do something wrong? 
“Is everything okay with you?” Victor asked. His baritone carried through the crack in the door to me. 
“I can’t compete with this,” Gabriel said, grumbling. “You’re already smart and play music, isn’t that enough? Do you have to throw money every time you want to make her happy?”
I eased myself over to the piano bench, curling up on it and sitting carefully to not make a sound. I hunkered down, like the piano could hide me.
Victor made a few sounds. “What are you talking about?”
“Luke and I brought her to see this other Academy group,” Gabriel said. “A team with four dogs and one bird.”
Dogs? I realized he meant Lily and her team, but I hadn’t realized there were terms that separated boys and girls. I was a bird? Or just members of the teams were considered birds so Lily was a bird?
“Really?” Victor asked, sounding more enthusiastic. “You found them? North said he had talked to them but I wasn’t sure if I could or if it would...”
“He told you?” Gabriel asked. “North did?”
“Yeah,” Victor said. “Mr. Blackbourne knows. North and Mr. Blackbourne went first. They talked to me later...”
The revelation shook me. Silence stretched between the boys. I imagined Gabriel was as shocked as I was to learn Mr. Blackbourne and Victor had known about this. Mr. Blackbourne went first…he knew from the beginning?
He hadn’t told me?
There were footsteps, shuffling, like Gabriel was walking away, but then he came back. “This is bullshit. They knew and didn’t tell us?”
“They were waiting to tell everyone,” Victor said. “How did you find them?”
“Luke,” Gabriel said. “Said he overheard North talking to them on the phone. No one ever told us? And Sang? You all were fucking around behind her back like that?”
“We’re not. It’s just...hard to accept. And Mr. Blackbourne didn’t want to tell others until he was sure you all were ready for it.”
“So he just didn’t tell us? I thought we told each other everything.” Gabriel made a noise, a grumble. “Look, I’ve got to go save her ass again.”
“I’ll look out for her,” Victor said.
“You know,” Gabriel said loudly, and then quieted as he went on. “I thought today maybe I had a chance, but you should see her face when you show up, or when you talk about your music, or offer to do things for her. And to top it all off, you’re spending money on her to take her to the spa. To places I can’t afford to take her. It’s bad enough a guy like me has to work to get her attention at all.”
“You’re crazy,” Victor said. “You’re full of talent. She adores you.”
“I’m the poor dog from the wrong side of the tracks who’s got nothing to offer her except...well...a drawing, a song or a bottle of perfume. Fuck me, that’s shit. You play for her at concert halls. You could smuggle her to Paris for the weekend in a snap. The others are smarter or stronger.” He grunted and then there were more footsteps walking away down the hallway.
“You’re wrong, Gabriel,” Victor called, still by the bedroom door. The footsteps stilled. “You’ve got more talent than the rest of us put together.”
“Not enough of the right talents. Not shit that makes her eyes light up just by talking about it.” Gabriel said and moved down the stairs, his footsteps fading away.
“Hang on,” Victor said, following to the stairs and down, when I couldn’t hear any more.
My heart was in my throat, too afraid to beat and have Gabriel hear. The center of my body shook, like when you’re way too tired to sleep but can’t, rattling my bones where I sat.
My eyes drifted down to the piano keys. They were a blur, and the more I thought about what Gabriel had said, the more they blurred behind tears. This was worse than them getting into a jealous fight over who I kissed. I never knew Gabriel to be envious of anyone, let alone Victor and the others. Victor was right, while the others were talented, Gabriel was very much just as talented, if not more. Just in his own ways.
He was Gabriel. How could he not see that? I didn’t care about going to the spa. I did it for Victor the first time. I wanted to go again, with Victor and with any of them that wanted to. As long as they enjoyed it. Not because of the cost, but just to spend time with them.
I messed things up somehow. If I smiled at one a little more, they squabbled. The dream of what Lily had, of her and her guys living in that house together, now seemed like a fantasy. I couldn’t picture it for myself the way I had before. 
It couldn’t happen. They already fight now and they’re living apart. This fight was about me. There’d be more. I wasn’t sure how to help. I couldn’t smile at Victor without Gabriel getting jealous. How many other small things did I do that would make the others fight like that? No wonder North had kept this to himself. Maybe he was curious about Lily and her idea, but maybe he knew that it wouldn’t work. So he kept it to himself instead of dropping the idea into our heads, raising our hopes, but also changing how we’d been thinking.
I pressed my face to my knees, curling up tighter on the bench, simply trying to hold myself together. The other alternative was scarier than seeing them fight. How else could we stay together? Or maybe it wasn’t possible. Maybe I needed to separate myself so they wouldn’t fight. Could I ever?
Something Lily mentioned to me came back: that I’d have to make a choice, and the Academy would encourage me to try other teams. I could see why the Academy would make such requests. The complicated road I faced now was daunting, and I feared in the end more hearts would be broken than saved. If the guys quarreled over simple things, there was no way they could stick together as a team. I was derailing their lives, their goals.
A calm hand on my back jolted me, making my head snap up. 
Victor stood beside me. His wavy hair hung over his eyes, the fire in them simmering low. “Are you okay?” he asked in a hushed whisper.
I swallowed and nodded. He’d walked so quietly, or I’d been so absorbed in my own downward spiral of thoughts that I hadn’t heard him come in.
He sat down next to me, facing the piano. His fingers smoothed over the keys, but he never pressed on them. “Did we wake you?”
I thought of lying, but I couldn’t do it. I nodded, quietly, slowly. I kept my eyes on his long, lean fingers.
Silence fell between us. Slowly, as if unable to stop himself, Victor started to play. He played quietly, as quietly as one could play a piano. It was a gentle tune, one I wasn’t familiar with, but it reminded me of sunlight, meadows and fresh air.
“Gabriel mentioned you went to see another Academy group today,” Victor said. 
There was a pause and I expected him to say more, but then realized he was more asking than he was talking.
“Yes,” I said, unsure where to begin, but I had questions for him, too. “You knew about them?”
“Only through North and Mr. Blackbourne telling me about them,” he said. His hands glided over the keys, light, soft. If anyone was sleeping in the house, it would put them into a deeper sleep; the lure of a lullaby.
“What did they tell you?” I asked quietly.
“What did you discover there?” he asked at nearly the same time.
I picked my head up, reflexively smiling that we’d spoken together.
He laughed, the fire in his eyes sparking. “Mr. Blackbourne intended to talk to you about it eventually. I think he was more concerned you’d be frightened.”
I didn’t have an answer for him. I was more frightened of hurting Gabriel’s feelings at this point. He was out there somewhere now, trying to protect me and Victor by luring Mr. McCoy away. 
“What did you find out?” Victor asked. The song he played became even softer.
“I found Lily,” I said, unsure where to start. 
“The girl?” he asked. “I didn’t know her name.”
“I talked to her,” I said. “I even got her phone number.”
“That’s nice of her to talk with you,” he said. He started swaying slightly as he played the music.
I sat with my knees close to my chest, watching his fingers drift over the keys, barely pressing to make the sounds. “She said I should talk to her about... everything.”
“I want to tell you to go ahead, but I’ve never met her.” He reached over in front of where I was sitting, playing a few keys close to me. “Mr. Blackbourne and North have. You could ask them...if you want to know if they’re okay to talk to. I can’t see a reason why they’d say no, though. They’re the ones helping us out.”
“Helping us to stay together?” I asked. “Somehow?” I knew. I just wanted confirmation from him that we were on the same page.
“Is that what you want?” he asked quietly.
I didn’t have an answer for him. I was scared. If I told him I did, would it hurt his feelings? Gabriel’s reactions had me second-guessing everything I said and did.
There were many more considerations than I had originally pictured after Lily showed me what was possible. 
“What do you want?” I asked quietly.
His playing slowed considerably, and some notes took so long for him to press, that it seemed he’d stopped completely. 
His eyes, however, lit up into a tender flame, breathing, alive, but frail somehow.
Suddenly, he stood up, the keys stilled without him playing. He paced the floor behind the piano bench. His fingers twisted into his brown, wavy hair, tugging. “It’s horrible, Sang,” he said. “The plan, I want to. I mean, I would rather do that. Really. When it boils down, I want what Mr. Blackbourne is suggesting. It’s not my gut reaction when I think of it, though. My first instinct, every time, is to ask you to come with me. Just me.”
“Where?” I asked quietly.
His hands reached out to me, open, palms up. “Anywhere,” he said, his tone desperate. “France, Italy... Everywhere. Anywhere you wanted.” He slowly pulled his arms in, until he’d folded them over his stomach. “I tell myself it’s how I’d get you away from this crazy life. Like McCoy. Or your parents. Only that’s not completely true.”
I waited quietly, my heart beating so loud in my ears, I was sure he heard it, too. I pulled my arms in slightly, inside the big shirt of Silas’s, to warm myself in it. I clenched my jaw to keep myself from saying anything to stop him.
“I’m no better than Gabriel,” he said, remaining still now, standing over me with his arms crossed. “I secretly think if I pull you away from the rest of the group, that somehow...it’ll change how you feel about me. That maybe you’d like me better.”
“Victor,” I said, wanting to find words to convince him that liking him better wasn’t going to work. I cared about him. I cared about Gabriel. It hurt thinking I could wound them just by sharing affection or smiling at the others. “I don’t want to make anyone else mad.”
“You can’t control people’s feelings,” he said. He unfolded his arms and moved to sit on the bench, turning his body toward me. “We aren’t trying to. We can’t do that to you. Mr. Blackbourne repeats it constantly. We can only see where your heart is when we’re showing you who we really are. The only person who can make this decision, really, is you.”
“It’s your choice, too,” I said. It seemed wrong that I had the burden of making the decision for the rest of them.
“Yeah,” he said and shifted to look at the keys on the piano. The flame in his eyes flickering. “We all have a choice to make. And you might change your mind later, anyway.”
“Victor...” I couldn’t imagine choosing now, let alone thinking I might change things down the road.
“All we have is now,” he said quietly. He turned more until he was upright like before, his hands moving to the keys. He started playing again, the same meadow and sunshine song like before, picking it up where he left off, like he couldn’t start playing a song without finishing it. “Maybe we’re all idiots. Maybe North is delusional about this working out. All I know is, I care about them, and I care about you. I just never thought it was possible...”
“Lily did it,” I said. “I don’t know how they managed.” 
He picked his head up, looking at me, not needing to look at the keys as he continued playing. “What was it like there?” he asked.
“She had a library,” I said. “On the mantel, was a set of pictures. It was her and the four other men that lived in the house. The house was out in the woods, hidden from view from neighbors. They live together.”
“All in the same house?” he asked.
I nodded. “It was big enough, possibly big enough for more people. I only saw part of the downstairs.”
He pushed at a few keys that were near me, until his arm brushed near mine. In some way, it reminded me I could touch him. I leaned a bit into him as he played, seeking out warmth, like the fire in his eyes could spread toward me. 
“Were they happy?”
“They keep the outside world out,” I said quietly. “They talked to us, but I don’t think they get many visitors. She seemed happy.”
“But they were in a bubble,” Victor said.
I nodded. It was that isolation that made it feel like a fantasy world. I hadn’t realized it until now. It felt like a dream, too unrealistic to replicate.
Victor smiled, tilting his head until his cheek rested on the top of my head, nestled in my hair as he continued to play. “I know how much you love being in a bubble.”
“I didn’t dislike it,” I said. “When I was sitting in the library, I couldn’t help picturing us like that.”
He got to the end of his song and the keys stilled on the last note. He remained quiet until the note faded. “Sang,” he said softly. 
“It’s not normal, Victor,” I said in the same soft tone. “It’s why they hide away. It’s why their house looks scary on the outside. To keep other people out.”
He turned toward me, and I pulled myself away to look at him, at his eyes, the flames now burning much brighter than before.
“It wasn’t enough to scare you away,” he said. “And you felt comfortable there?”
I nodded. “I was a little scared at first.”
“I live in a house where I can’t step outside without the world watching,” he said, his head low and so close that I felt a wisp of his breath across my skin as he spoke. “But the only opinions I care to hear about come from you. And the others.”
“The Academy...they won’t understand,” I said, which was part of what we were worried about. Even if we did manage to make it work, we’d have to convince them. We couldn’t just hide ourselves away.
“The Academy did once. Lily did it,” he said. “And the Academy will accept it, but only if we’re happy with it.”
“They’ll want me to join another team.”
He reached out, putting his arms around my shoulders, pulling me in.
I slid my head down against his shoulder, breathing in the fading moss and berries scent that was his. 
“They only want what will make you happy,” he said. “You have to remember that. The Academy isn’t made up of bad guys telling us what to do. That’s not what they’re about.”
“Then why would they ask me to?” I asked. “Lily said they would.”
“It’s complicated,” he said. “It’s a forest for the trees point of view they’ve got. We’ve got the inside view, but they’ve got the outside view. But their goals are to make sure we’re happy when we’re together. So we’ll hang on to each other and stick together. It’s the only way a team really works, when we’re all happy with every part. Ours is a bigger team than most as it is, so they’re very careful with us.”
“So I’ve got to prove to them that we need to stay together?”
“You don’t have to prove it. You just have to believe it.”
“I don’t understand.”
He pulled back and this time he cupped my face in his hands. His eyes blazed as he gazed at me, the fire drawing my attention. His thumb traced my cheek. “You said you wanted what she had?”
I started to nod, but his hands kept me still. “Yes,” I said quietly. “But it feels like I shouldn’t. Like it’s selfish...”
“What if I wanted it, too?” he asked. “What if we all did?”
I wanted to answer, but couldn’t. My teeth clenched. I drew my lip in and bit it gently.
His eyes drifted down to my mouth. “You can’t control how we feel,” he said quietly. “You just have to be honest with what you want...with how you feel...” His voice drifted, like the song he played, slowly fading.
My heart was in my throat, beating the tiniest thumps. My breath stilled. I think I whispered his name, but the sound never reached my ears.
His head drifted closer.
I instinctively closed my eyes.
His fingers slid over the base of my head, like sliding across the keys, tilting my head slightly toward him.
His lips fell against my mouth.
We were still for the longest moment. I kept expecting him to move his mouth like Dr. Green...like Silas...like Gabriel.
He puckered slightly, but that was it. Gentle. Treading softly. 
Like he needed to know it was okay. 
I summoned up courage, and opened my lips slightly, pushing myself into the kiss. I did it like Dr. Green did before. Easy. 
At first, Victor was stiff. But then slowly, and just as I started to pull back, he started to respond. He mimicked what I did. 
I wondered if he’d ever kissed anyone before. It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment that maybe I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t been kissed before. We were all the same age, but somehow it felt like the others were more experienced. 
I held onto the thought, and then slowly, like Silas had shown me, I moved my head a bit and opened my mouth.
Victor responded quickly this time. My arms moved up, around his neck. His hands dropped down to my waist, pulling me in closer.
He pulled me into his lap, my knees against the piano bench. It was awkward at first, because it made me higher than him. 
Victor’s hands remained on my hips, over the large T-shirt.
My hands held his head.
My heart was speeding up until I was shaking, too excited to stop. I kissed him. He kissed me back. That’s all there was. Lightness, like his song.
His hands moved from my hips. 
Thinking was hard because of the kiss. All I knew was that suddenly there was music behind me. It almost felt natural, and it was soft, that I thought I was dreaming it in my head. A soundtrack between us.
Then I realized he was playing something with his arms around me.
My heart lifted. I tried to make myself small so he’d continue. I also smiled, which made kissing hard. 
He smiled, too, missed a note and played an wrong one. He grunted. “Saw this in a movie once,” he whispered between kisses. “Harder than it looks.”
I giggled at that. Perfect Victor playing a wrong note.
He chuckled, played, hit another wrong note and then stopped playing. He stood and grabbed at my waist.
Suddenly my butt was against the keys. The sound was loud and off-key. I worried I was breaking his piano. Excitement shifted through me in waves, realizing he’d given up his song.
He held onto my legs and bent down, kissing me again.
Soon, the sound of the keys silenced, and we kissed more. 
I held on to his cheeks.
His mouth opened up, dipping in to draw me out. 
His fingers drifted up, until he was holding my back, sliding across my rib cage. Each touch was soothing, like his sunshine song. Between his lips and his fingers, he was the musician, and I was the instrument. Music flowed through my brain: the song he’d played. I was molded into what he wanted me to feel or think...of sun and meadows and springtime flowers.
Emotion welled up in me. This could be us. All of us. Gabriel, Dr. Green...could it be? Victor not only accepted that we could be like this, but encouraged it. He wanted this. Was this what it was like for Lily? How did she do it? How did it work? 
I wanted to know. Instead of being tired, I was energized. I was full of questions, of a desire to learn. 
Victor’s kiss encouraged me. Silently, he was telling me no matter what I chose, he’d be there. He wanted to be. A long as I let him, he’d be beside me. Whatever I wanted.
I wanted to believe.
 
 



A DOCTOR’S DELICATE HEART
 
 
I was still on the piano when my phone rang in the bed.
Victor groaned and slowly released me so I could stand.
“I hope this is good news,” he said and quickly moved away to fish the phone out of the bed.
I remained by the piano. My fingers moved to my lips, wiping at the moisture, and yet wanting the feeling to remain. Thoughts slowly invaded. Was there still a rule? Had I kissed first or had he? Technically, he just put his lips near mine and I’d started, didn’t I? I’d have to ask someone else.
I didn’t have time for this rule. There were too many other things we needed to worry about.
I needed to talk to Gabriel. And Silas. I needed to be honest with them all. I needed them to know.
Suddenly, I realized Mr. Blackbourne had been telling me to do this. To find out where everyone stood. I had thought it was only to figure out who was on my side for joining the Academy. That was partially true, but I had a feeling he was also trying to figure out where the boys stood as far as how they felt about me. 
“This is Victor,” Victor said, answering my phone once he found it. He climbed off the bed with it, moving to where I stood. He scooped up my hand, holding it while he listened. I could hear Kota talking, but not what he was saying. “Damn,” Victor said. “Seriously? Okay, okay. I’ll go.” He punched the button and put down the phone, sighing. He passed it to me while still holding my other hand. “He’s still out there.”
My heart dropped. “You have to go?”
He nodded. “They’ve always got perfect timing, don’t they?” he asked, his lips picking up into a smile
I sighed. The situation was serious, but I selfishly wanted Victor to stay. We’d just kissed and now he was being rushed off. What was the harm if Mr. McCoy was watching? He couldn’t enter. Not with Victor’s security team out there watching. We were safe.
Kota was right, though. We needed to find out what he was up to, to figure out why he was following us around. If we solved these issues—the problems at the school—then we could work more on us. The boys wouldn’t have to stay in school. They could move on.
I might be going with them.
That gave me new hope, a new energy to solve the issues that surrounded us. What would life be like once we got rid of these problems? We could focus on us. 
I squeezed Victor’s hand. “The sooner we figure it all out...” I said, meaning to finish but struggling for the right words.
Victor smiled, the fire glowing warmly in his eyes. He squeezed my hand back. “Then I can take you to France.”
It was a surprise he said it. Was he thinking of running off...
Before I could finish the thought, he laughed and shook his head. “Not to keep you there.” He held my hand firmly and then leaned in and kissed my forehead. “Just to visit. We don’t need to keep all of us in a bubble. If we consider all this carefully, we can go and do whatever we’d like. Together. We can bring whoever wants to go.”
I smiled. It sounded like a nice idea. 
He released me and headed toward the closet. “We should get dressed,” he said. “I’ll drive off. Dr. Green will be here soon. Even if McCoy follows me, you’ll still need a ride to school and someone to watch out for you.”
I nodded, realizing it was back to work for us. It was still super early to be getting ready, but I wasn’t going to be able to sleep now. I wanted to plan, to work out how we’d figure out Mr. Hendricks and his plans, who his third team member was. Maybe I could give Mr. Blackbourne the answers he needed and we could be done with it all. I wanted to talk to Lily more, too, and to have answers for everyone.
Later, Victor had his book bag and was heading off. I’d washed quickly in the sink and went to the closet to find some clothes. There were a few things, but mostly shorts and lighter clothes. I did find some jeans and borrowed one of Gabriel’s hoodies to wear, mostly black but with red plaid patches worked in. I ended up in sandals, the only pair of shoes that fit me that were available. After I dressed, I watched from Victor’s bedroom window as he left in a different car, a green one he’d pulled out of the garage. Victor Morgan had cars to spare. It was an odd thought, considering most teenagers had one car or not even that.
And that’s when it hit me. What to get for Gabriel for his birthday. I hadn’t realized it, though I don’t know why it struck me just then. What day was it?
Could we by him a car? Was there enough time?
I picked up my phone. I didn’t know who to talk to first. Mr. Blackbourne? Was he asleep? 
Suddenly, I flipped through my messages and paused at North’s. Victor could buy things. Mr. Blackbourne was in charge. Kota made decisions about the family.
North worked on the cars, though. He was also reasonable. He’d tell me if it’d be too much to ask. He’d know who to talk to about it. I didn’t know why. My heart raced. This felt like something I could do.
So I sent North a text. I shouldn’t have. He needed to sleep. But I couldn’t help it.
 
Sang: Can we get Gabriel a car for his birthday?
 
I waited after I sent the text, hoping he’d answer quickly. I hoped, too, that North had slept some and I wasn’t making a mistake making him grumpy.
While I waited, I suddenly had doubts. Was it silly? Buying a car wasn’t like getting someone a birthday card. It wasn’t like a new pair of earrings or a water gun. 
It seemed like an answer, though. He’d be able to go when he wanted. He wouldn’t have to rely on Victor or the others. I didn’t know why, but it felt like a very Gabriel thing: to have his own car so he could blaze his own trail. Could we afford a car? Maybe if we pooled our money. I had a jar of cash at home. I wasn’t sure how much was in it.
Suddenly, the phone lit up. North was calling.
I answered.
“I offered to get him a car months ago,” North said. His voice was deep, clear. He’d been awake. “He told me he didn’t want one.”
“I just thought he’d like one.”
North chuckled. “Maybe he does. Gabriel’s picky about his shit. He’s probably got one in his head somewhere. Something bright orange.”
“...The car you offered...was it black?”
“Maybe.”
I smiled into the phone. “Well, that’s it. Maybe it wasn’t the car. Maybe it was the color. He’s just picky about the color?”
“I don’t think he liked the model.”
This was going to be trickier than I thought. “We’ll have to find out what kind of car he wants.”
“He’s been saving his money,” North said. “I think he’s got one in mind. He’ll usually spend his money on video games and new clothes. I haven’t seen him with anything new in a while.”
That made me consider what Gabriel had said before. Did he not want the others to buy his car for him? “You think he wants to do it on his own?”
“Probably. He does that rite of passage shit. You have to do it the right way. Buy your own first car. Get drunk on your twenty-first birthday. He wants to buy cigarettes when he’s eighteen. I told him it was stupid.”
“Can we help him somehow?”
“I can offer him more shifts at the diner, but it won’t be enough to get him what he wants by his birthday.”
I thought of the jar I had at home full of money I never spent that I had earned at the diner. “What if we added to it?”
“I don’t know if it’d be the same. I don’t even know how much would be enough, because he’s never told me what he’d want. Probably something old that doesn’t have seatbelts.”
Gabriel liked old cars? Or was it he thought that’s what he could afford. I sighed. “I guess I’ll have to ask him.”
“Sort of ruins the surprise.”
“Then I’ll have to be careful.”
North chuckled again. “You’re acting more Academy these days.”
I had to smile at that. 
There was a soft knock on Victor’s bedroom door. Dr. Green poked his head in, caught that I was on the phone, and entered quietly.
“I have to go,” I told North. “Dr. Green is here.”
“What? Why?”
He hadn’t caught up yet with what was going on. “It’s... Kota...” I was stumbling to tell him. 
“What’s wrong with Kota?” he roared into the phone. “What do you mean, Kota? Where is he?”
I’d said the completely wrong thing in the wrong way. “He’s fine. Sorry. I didn’t mean to...”
“Pumpkin,” Dr. Green said quietly as he approached me. He curled his fingers, looking at the phone. “Let me.”
“Who is that?” North asked.
It was the last I heard as Dr. Green took the phone. He quietly told North what was going on, the plan, and what we were doing. North barked a few questions at first but then calmed down. 
I blew out a long breath, grateful Dr. Green found it easier to explain to him. 
Dr. Green paced across the carpet as he talked, wearing khaki pants, a pale yellow button up shirt, and a blue tie. His wavy hair was combed back, still damp. The cologne he wore had been freshly applied, the citrus and ginger scent replacing Victor’s in my nose.
I stood by quietly and waited. I didn’t have my bag, it was still at Gabriel’s house. Kota would probably make sure my books were brought along, but I’d have to carry them in my hands. Still, I didn’t feel like I was ready for school or anything else. I had so much else to do. Finally, I was feeling the frustration the other boys probably felt every day. With so much to be done, I didn’t have time for homework and tests. Learning was important, but it was hard to learn anything being so busy.
Dr. Green soon finished his conversation with North and put the phone down. He smiled at me. “Ohiyo,” he said, his accent turning from slight southern to full Japanese. He bowed his head a little.
I nodded to him. “Ohiyo,” I said, saying good morning in Japanese and then added, “Sensei.” 
“Bah, don’t call me that.” He opened up his arms, his face brightening. “How’s my Pookie?”
I padded over to him. He wrapped me in his arms before I had a chance to stretch my own out. My wrists got stuck tucked in between us, pressed into his chest. 
He didn’t seem to care. He hugged me tightly. “You’re the worst future Mrs. Green ever. We only get together when you’re in trouble.”
“I...” My heart was in my throat, thumping loud, as I floated from his words. The future Mrs. Green. He teased, but I wondered. I squeezed into him, giggling. “I’ll try not to...”
“No, silly,” he said and then released me and winked. “You should get into trouble more. Then we can be together all the time. Maybe you’ll get grounded again and you can spend the night.”
“...Okay,” I figured it wouldn’t be too much of a problem. I seemed to be in trouble a lot.
“Seems like Mr. McCoy wasn’t here for Victor,” he said, his smile catching and tilting down, but he caught it and brightened again. “That means we get to go on a little drive.”
“Where to?” I asked.
“All over,” Dr. Green said. “Let’s see if we can’t empty out his gas tank before school starts.”
“Empty his gas tank?” I started moving to the door.
Dr. Green followed, nodding. “If we somehow lose him, or he has to go get gas, we can get away. Then we’ll see if he finds you again. Kota did some estimations: he might be down to half a tank right now. I’ve got a near full one and my car gets better gas mileage.”
I breathed in slowly, letting it out in a puff. They were already working out plans to figure out what McCoy was up to. “Time to work.”
He laughed. “Always.”
Outside, Dr. Green had his car parked in the drive. I wondered if security recognized each of their cars and knew when to let them in. Even without Victor being here, they didn’t seem to have a problem with him.
Once I was in the passenger seat and Dr. Green pulled the car out, I settled in. I gazed out into the night, wanting it to be morning. I had a lot of people to talk to. I had so much to do, but I was stuck in a car. I liked spending time with Dr. Green and I wanted to spend more time with him, but I felt too restless to spend hours driving around town. I wanted to get all the work done so we could start working on the family.
I adjusted myself in the seat; putting my feet up, putting them down, crossing my arms, sitting back, sitting forward to check the side mirror for signs of Mr. McCoy following us. Wherever he went, others were following him, so I wasn’t worried. Instinct still told me to keep an eye out for him.
“Did you have coffee already?” he asked. “Feeling jittery?”
I needed to tell someone else what was on my mind. Later, I’d have to face Mr. Blackbourne about Lily and what I knew. I wasn’t ready. I hadn’t had a chance to process.
I wasn’t going to survive the day without talking. I glanced at Dr. Green. He wore a pleasant smile. He was a close friend to Mr. Blackbourne’s. Did he know? “Do you know about the Academy team with only one girl?”
“I know of that team. I’ve never met them.” He turned his head slightly to look at me and then refocused on the road. “How do you know about her? Did she reach out to you?”
“I found her. Luke and Gabriel and I went to talk to her.”
His eyebrows shifted up. “Oh,” he said. “How did you find her? Or find out about her?”
“Through Luke,” I said. “He overheard North on the phone.”
He smiled slightly. “That Luke. He’s getting more mischievous by the day. I thought it was a teenage phase he’d grow out of. Maybe I encourage it too much.”
He was getting distracted or did not want to talk about it. I tried again. “So you knew?”
He sighed. “Mr. Blackbourne shares everything with me. He told me about his visit.” He glanced over at me. He weaved the car through still dark downtown Charleston neighborhoods. It was early, and since it was late November, sunrises were late. It made it hard to keep an eye on Mr. McCoy behind us, but our only job was to keep moving until McCoy went away, so I supposed it didn’t matter. “So what happened?”
I spilled all of it to him, including everything I’d told Lily while sitting in her library. It was like my own way of reviewing the information. I hadn’t told Gabriel and Victor all of it. But once I started talking, I couldn’t shut up.
Dr. Green listened quietly until I told him about when we had left, and how oddly the boys had been in the car on the way home. He shook his head. “I wish they would come to us before they run off and talk to other Academy teams. They wouldn’t have known if it was okay.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
He smiled and looked at me. “It's not like that team is dangerous. They are Academy after all. I mean, what if the team would have wanted you on their team? You didn’t know a thing about them before you went over. They could have been eager to try to talk you into joining their team, or inform the Academy about what we are up to.”
I hadn’t thought of that. “It’s my choice, isn’t it? I want on your team. Our team.”
He smiled more and nodded. “Where you should be. That doesn’t mean other teams won’t try to appeal to you. Not every member of the Academy automatically joins the first team they meet. And sometimes views change, and you could start talking to another team and feel more connected to them. It happens.”
Could that happen with us? Luke had mentioned it before. He feared it. Luke hadn’t said much about it after. Was he more worried about it now than before?
Dr. Green reached out, taking my hand as he drove. He kept it on his leg, the back of my hand resting on his thigh as his palm covered mine. He slowed during traffic so he had a better chance of hitting red lights. “I don’t think it’ll happen to us. We are pre-destined lost babies. That’s like fate. You don’t mess with fate.”
I smiled, remembering his thoughts on how he’d been abandoned at the hospital when he was young and considered us to be so similar because of it. “Did you ever belong to another team?”
“Sure,” he said. “Lots of them.”
“What happened?” I asked.
He laughed, rolling his eyes and shaking his head. “To make the longest of long stories short, I wasn’t very compliant with the Academy at first. Too much practice at being disobedient. I always ran off to do things my own way. I was too independent. Too much trouble. Not trusting anyone to work with me.”
Maybe I should have been more surprised to hear about him being disobedient, but Mr. Blackbourne once told me about how Dr. Green once wore ripped jeans and had cigarette behind his ear at an early age: the picture of a troublemaker. “Were they going to kick you out?”
“They could have, but they were willing to try me out. Given that I’d graduated from school at a very young age and was already in an accelerated education program, they thought me too valuable to let go without putting in an effort.” He sighed and nodded. “And then one day they introduced me to Mr. Blackbourne. Owen. He was this kid with every hair in place, shoes polished. I mean, just looking at him, I wanted to untuck his shirt and throw him in the mud. Not to hurt him, but he looked like he needed it.”
I smashed my lips together, trying not to laugh at the idea of Dr. Green pushing Mr. Blackbourne into mud. It was such a wrong thought. “But you’re still together.”
“Right,” Dr. Green said. “It was an odd thing. Owen was a loner, or tried to be. He didn’t fit in well with other groups, either. So the Academy teamed us up. If we could manage to get through an assignment in one piece and stick it out together, they promised they’d give us a chance to pick whatever team we really wanted in the future. Even if it meant we had to recruit from the outside. We just couldn’t be alone. It’s not part of the Academy way to act independently.” He turned his head and grinned at me. “They did that on purpose. Tempted us with something we wanted: to be in charge of our own team. Joke’s on them. We took their bait, but then we kept them to their promises.”
“How?”
Dr. Green’s grin grew, and he turned the car onto another street, checking out the rearview mirror. “We picked one of the hardest assignments we could get our hands on. Owen’s a stickler, I could tell that from before. All we had to do was talk to each other, and we knew we’d take their toughest challenge, get the most out of it. It was tough, especially with Owen being all ‘we’ve got to follow the rules’ about it, but we won. And in the end, we not only graduated from the Academy, but we were permitted to bring in anyone we wanted to create a team of our own design. And then one day Owen found Kota and the others...the rest is history.”
“So you stuck together?”
“We were perfect,” he said. “He was annoyed with me for the longest time, but he never gave up on me. I think that was the issue before. He’s damn loyal, but no one understood that when he was harsh with his criticism. He was just showing he cared. He’s got the biggest heart ever, though. Maybe I understood, because I had a tiger mom and grew up with it. I could handle it. We had a few issues to work out in the beginning. He made me quit smoking. I made him eat a candy bar. We traded off, but it worked out. The point is, you absolutely can choose your team, and sometimes it just clicks when you’re together. You feel it. You can always choose.”
It never occurred to me that an Academy member could work with different teams and eventually pick one they wanted to belong to. I mean, I knew it, but it sounded like shopping around for the right pair of shoes. You tried on a few styles until you found a set that matched. “But girls are usually teamed up with other girls?” I asked.
“Those are mostly friend groups. There’s a small handful of sibling groups or relatives that work together, but it’s rare for family members to join. Kids eventually want to move on from parents, and siblings aren’t always willing to stick together. There are a few couple teams, and some multiple couple teams, meaning a quad of two girls and two boys, or three boys and three girls. Usually those work out only if the girls are lesbians and the boys are gay. It prevents jealousy when you know the other partner isn’t going to be attracted to anyone else in the group. It’s just easier. You spend so much time with your team that you have to really trust each other. Anyone you date outside the group has a hard enough life when you have to keep them in secrecy about what you do. Even under normal circumstances, our team was never looking at an easy road.”
That sounded like the opposite of what they would want. “So...it would be easier for me to join the group if none of the guys were interested?” I wasn’t sure what I was suggesting, I was simply trying to get a better picture as to what I was dealing with.”
“It’s never easy,” Dr. Green said. “But the easy way doesn’t mean it’s the right thing to do. Owen and I put together a large team, and now we’re looking to include you. We were already sort of misfits in our own right even before you got here.”
“The Academy wouldn’t like it if I joined with you, though. Because they’ll ask me to try out other teams.”
“They might, unless you tell them you don’t want to.” He squeezed my hand, and then picked it up to kiss the palm. He glanced at me, his light green eyes sparking. “You’ve got the choice. Be honest with how you feel about it.”
I squeezed his hand gently in return. I settled in, checking out the mirror to see who might be following us while absorbing the information. 
I dazed out, lost in my own head. I’d just have to tell the Academy that I wanted to be with the team. 
But Kota didn’t want me to join.
And I wasn’t sure where the others were on this. Gabriel had flipped out this morning. Would the others?
If I couldn’t join with their team, would I still want to be involved? If I’d met another team instead of Kota’s, would it have been the same?
Could I ever join a girl team?
I tried to picture it, but couldn’t. A girl team? My gut tightened. If I had to join a girl team, I wasn’t so sure I would join at all.
Maybe it was because meeting new people, strangers, made me uncomfortable. I held that thought. The unknown was scary.
Still, I cared about my team. I’d prefer to stay with Kota and the others. I just had to convince them it could work out. 
Maybe, in the end, I’d have to sacrifice. Maybe it meant never joining the Academy at all. Join the Academy or stay with my team. Even then, we might come across new rules that might restrict the team.
Slowly, I focused on a car behind us, a dingy old brown car. I recognized it at first, and wasn’t sure why. Didn’t... didn’t Mr. McCoy have a blue car? That must not be him. Maybe just another car that had drifted in...
But when Dr. Green turned, that car followed. 
I sat up, studying it. “Isn’t...isn’t that Mr. Morris’s car?”
Dr. Green checked his rearview. “Yeah.”
“Is he driving?”
“No, it’s McCoy.”
I let out a slow breath. “So he talks to Mr. Morris. Or somehow he borrowed his car.”
Dr. Green kept his eyes on the rearview. He released my hand, sitting up. “Hendricks has a lot of teachers working for him. He could have ordered Mr. Morris to give up his car.”
“Mr. Morris might know more about Mr. McCoy and what he’s up to.”
“You should stay away from him,” Dr. Green said. 
“But he’s my teacher at school. And he’s talked to me before.”
“I know,” Dr. Green said. He pursed his lips, staying quiet and thinking for a moment. “Something bugs me about him, though.”
“Kota said the same thing once,” I said.
“Then he’s probably right,” Dr. Green said. “Kota’s not one to be judgmental. If something’s off about a person, he’s usually spot on. I get the same feeling about Morris, too. I don’t know if he’s dangerous, but there’s something not right about him either. In any case, any information you give to him, McCoy might get as well.”
I realized it was probably true that Mr. Morris would give information to Mr. Hendricks or Mr. McCoy if they asked. Somehow I felt we could use this to our advantage, giving false information, and in exchange, learning something. Even if they fed us lies, they’d be talking to us. Isn’t that what they wanted?
I curled up in the seat, watching the neighborhood go by, and the sun starting to rise, giving the sky a nice shade of blue and pink stripes across low clouds. It was a beautiful, albeit chilly morning.
I watched the brown car. Despite me wanting to gain traction with the boys, other things stood in our way. The urgency to get McCoy out of the way intensified.
 
 
 



FAST AND FASTER
 
 
Soon, Mr. McCoy turned off from following us. Presumably, he’d run out of gas and had to refuel, or had found it pointless.
“This is good,” Dr. Green said. “We’ll see if he follows us later. Tonight after school, you should randomly go with someone, though probably not home. Maybe not even home with the boys.”
“Maybe the hospital?” I asked. “Or even a hotel?”
“Let’s try...I don’t know. Don’t talk about it now.” He reached out to my hand again, squeezing it, and then sighed happily. “Now I get you to myself.”
I smiled, glad that Mr. McCoy was gone. Even if he might not be able to see into the car, having him right behind us made me feel like he was watching our every move. 
“Are you hungry yet?” he asked.
“A little.”
He drove toward Summerville, toward school, but stopped at a small corner shop, getting a cold bottle of Mocha Frappuccino coffee for me, a vanilla Frappuccino for himself, and a couple of breakfast burritos. 
We remained parked in the lot and he opened his coffee, taking a sip. “I have to admit,” he said, licking his lips. “These are growing on me.”
“You’ve been drinking them?” I asked.
“I never was fond of hot coffee. It’s too bitter for me, and I needed lots of sugar and cream in it to be able to drink it fast. Long nights at the hospital can require coffee, though. Kota mentioned you liked these, so I’ve been trying them myself. Now I’ve got a mini-fridge at the hospital full of them.” He held out his bottle to me. “Have you had the vanilla?”
I shook my head. I took a sip. The flavor was creamy, drinkable, but mocha was still my favorite. “It’s not bad. I like the chocolate.”
“Of course you do.” He grinned, taking his bottle back and taking a long drink. He licked his lips again after. “I hear you prefer chocolate.”
“I like other flavors.”
“Like what?”
It seemed he wanted to learn something more than coffee flavors. “I like banana strawberry smoothies.”
“What about chocolate banana smoothies?”
“I haven’t tried one.”
He beamed. “Save that for our next date.”
I hid my smile by drinking another sip of coffee.
We ate quickly, but still we sat in the parked car. There was still time before school opened. 
“It’d look odd if we got to school early and sat in the parking lot,” he said.
I had to agree. I kept my eyes peeled for Mr. McCoy just in case, but now I was sure that if he got close, the Academy members following him would let us know. I sat back, closing my eyes for a moment. The coffee kept me awake, but I needed a minute to catch my breath. 
“Don’t close those pretty eyes for so long,” Dr. Green said. I opened them. He was sitting back, his head on the headrest, but looking at me. 
I blushed. I glanced out the window to avoid the intensity in his eyes. I sought out something to talk about. “I’m sorry I couldn’t go with you to the hospital yesterday.”
“You miss the babies, don’t you?” he asked, grinning. “We’ve got a new crop. The little things keep popping up, with no consideration for timing, either. I think last week we ran out of baby beds in our section. We had to go borrow a few from another hospital.”
I giggled. “Are you going to be a baby doctor?”
“No,” he said. “An admirable career, but I’ve got other interests. Babies just de-stress me when I’m at work. And girls love them.”
The remark was odd to me. I found myself asking a silly question. “Is that where...you take girls...” I wasn’t even sure what I was asking. In a weird way, I was trying to find out his interest in other girls.
“Old Mrs. Rose loves them,” he said, smiling happily. “And a few of the older nurses. I walk by sometimes and a gaggle of them will be standing there looking in on them, talking about grandkids, bugging me about when I’ll find my wife and give them a kid to dress up. No doubt they will crochet enough blankets and socks and hats for fifty kids.”
I laughed, relieved a little. 
His eyes lit up. He reached out, poking me on the nose. “I missed you,” he said quietly. 
The comment was a surprise and I brightened. “I...” I stumbled, wanting to say I missed him, too. I was breathless, though.
He grinned bigger and then tugged slightly at my arm. Before I could move, he was leaning over.
Our lips touched before I realized what he was doing. He seemed to like to surprise me like that. His lips were cool, soft, with a hint of ChapStick mixed with his Frappuccino. 
I stilled at first, nervous, since the last time I’d been inexperienced. It felt strange to do what Silas had taught me. 
When Dr. Green opened his mouth a bit more, sinking into the kiss, I returned it like Silas had taught me. It seemed more natural.
At first, we were kissing, just our lips touching. As I moved more, responded more, something changed. I wasn’t just reacting. I wasn’t chasing him like before, trying to keep up. I was enjoying it. I wanted more.
He did, too. His hand drifted to my face, cupping behind my head, pulling me into him. He pressed his lips harder to mine. This was new. My heart was in my chest, beating fiercely. I was compelled to put my hands on his chest, and my fingertips reached for his shoulders, touching the skin of his neck.
He stopped the kiss only long enough to suck in a breath close to my lips. There was something of a grunt, an agonizing moan, and then he was kissing me again, harder this time.
I couldn’t stop and didn’t want to. The world slipped away and it was Sean Green. He smelled fresh, with that familiar ginger scent. His lips tasted like vanilla. The cool touch of his lips warmed, drawing me in. 
A soothing sensation washed over my heart. That small bit of jealousy I’d felt when he mentioned girls at work swept away. Like he could prove to me with a kiss that, in this moment, I was the only one he wanted.
He backed up a bit more. My eyes fluttered open. He had his forehead near mine, staring at me. He breathed heavily and his eyes widened, his pupils large as he gazed at me, his hands holding my face. 
He dropped his lips to mine again, almost harshly, eager and as desperate as before. I responded, and this time, my tongue reached out, just brushing against his mouth.
He caught on immediately, his tongue darting out, finding mine, playing with it. He drew it out with his lips, sucking on it once, and then pushed it back with his tongue, darting it into my mouth.
I did as he did, sucking back, gently, not wanting to do it too hard. 
He moaned into my mouth, and held me tightly, kissing me hard on the mouth several times.
Then he groaned, pulled himself off and backed up, pressing himself against the driver’s door. He closed his eyes and put a hand on his chest. “Ugh. Sang. You can’t do that to me.”
My hand touched my mouth as I rested against the seat, breathing hard. The coolness outside was seeping in, but I was trying to retain the warmth he’d shared with me. I couldn’t think of what to say, breathless and unable to respond.
Dr. Green roughed his fingers through his sandy hair and pulled at it gently, licking his lips. “I can’t stop myself. I need to. You and I. We’re moving too fast.” He pulled his hand from his head and placed it over his heart. “If it wasn’t for this school...Owen warned me.”
“We can’t get caught at school,” I said softly, trying to understand his meaning. “I know you’re only nineteen but being a teacher…”
“It’s crazy,” he said. He rolled his eyes, and continued to look up at the roof of the car above us. “I’m not a real teacher. Once we’re out of school, it wouldn’t matter. The age of consent is sixteen here, but…But it isn’t just that. I mean you and I, we don’t get much time together. I’m sorry, I rush into things and then it’s just a whirlwind. I feel like I’m pushing you too fast.”
I understood. Every time I was with Dr. Green, I was rushed here and there. When did we actually have a day together like I’d just spent with Gabriel? The only times we got to see each other was at his work or school, so if he didn’t have school issues anymore… Again, school was getting in the way. 
It made my heart speed up thinking how I’d jumped so quickly into kissing him. “I like it,” I said. I didn’t want him to feel he was forcing me to do anything. “We just don’t get much of a chance, like you said.”
He nodded. “We need to slow things down.”
I looked at him, puzzled. “Why?”
“I don’t think straight,” he said. “I’ve always been impulsive. And I’m crazy about you.”
My heart was lifting from my chest. I was ready to burst at his words.
He shook his head, smiling. “I’m going to end up kissing you at the school one day, and then it’s over. Someone will see. 
“It doesn’t have to happen like that.”
“You’re distracting in class,” he said. He brushed his palms at his face, and then smoothed out his tie. “I try not to look at you too much. It doesn’t help that most of the class sleeps during the lectures and you’re one of the few that actually pays attention.”
I couldn’t blame him for that. “No one notices.”
“Soon, it won’t matter,” he said. “Like I said, I’m not a real teacher anyway. You know that.” He pursed his lips, staring at me. “This isn’t weirding you out, is it?”
I shook my head. “You’re right,” I said. “We should spend more time together.” This was like Gabriel needing more time, and the others… I really did need Mr. Blackbourne’s help with a schedule. I’d have to be flexible around Dr. Green’s work time, too. “You’ll have to make more time, though. Take a day off once in a while.”
“I don’t have much time to spare.”
“You work too much.”
“Not that again,” he pointed a finger lazily in my direction. “Don’t you start trying to change my ways.”
“If you don’t have a day off, how am I supposed to spend time with you?”
His lips parted and he stared but he paused, like he was thinking up with smart answer but couldn’t find one. “You…you…you just have to invent the eight day week, is what you need to do.”
I smiled at him. “It means we have to find time somewhere. If we didn’t have to finish out the year here at school…”
Dr. Green smiled back, settling a little in his seat. “We don’t have to wait so long,” he said. “We don’t even have to wait. Not to do things we should be doing. Going on dates. Making out on the couch. Snuggling up with a movie.” He tugged me closer and I shifted to lean in. He kissed my forehead and then looked down at me. “We just need to be careful where and when. Watch how we talk at school.”
“Okay,” I said, genuinely meaning it. 
“Well, don’t agree so easily,” he said, winking. He leaned in, kissed my lips briefly and then backed up, smiling. “I can’t be the only one who wants to drag you off into the storage closet at school for a kiss or two.”
I grinned at that. I hadn’t thought about that, but I liked knowing he thought of it. “So no storage closets?” I asked.
He beamed. “Don’t tempt me.”
 
♥♥♥
 
We talked more about school, gossiped about teachers and students. Mostly he talked, as he was much more observant of other students. I usually kept my head down and tried not to be noticed.
Later, when the school started to open, he drove onto the lot, parked, and asked if I’d go in alone. He said he’d follow in a few minutes.
“Call me paranoid,” he said. “I feel like if we separate, we’re less likely to be noticed.”
I said goodbye, wishing we didn’t have to go into school. I would have rather gone to the hospital to look at the babies.
Without a book bag, I simply stuffed my hands into Gabriel’s hoodie pockets and headed inside. It was strange to be entering the school wearing it. I was usually dressed more formally, like how kids at my other school would dress. Blouses, skirts, and khakis or jeans during the winter, but always nice. 
Inside Gabriel’s hoodie, I blended in with the other students. I didn’t want to stand out by wearing anything different than I normally did. Still, I wanted to curl up and just make it through the day.
In the hallway, I stopped, unsure. My fingertips traced the cracks on the surface of the phone inside my pocket. Would Lily be awake right now? I delayed going to find the boys. I wasn’t sure I was ready to face the group, to look into their eyes and know all the deep secrets, about Lily, about everything in my head. 
I scouted the hallway and sought out a restroom, a busy one with other girls just so I wasn’t totally alone somewhere. I needed to use a stall anyway.
The bathroom was busy, but just as I walked in, a stall opened up. I entered it, starting a text to Lily.
Only I didn’t know where to begin. I was still wrapping my head around it. Lily got all of her guys to agree to stay with her. It wasn’t normal. All the girls in this bathroom would probably think horrible things about me if they knew. One boyfriend, fine. Two? And we weren’t even just talking two. There were nine of them. 
Nine? Wait, was I considering Mr. Blackbourne for this? He was part of the group…
I tucked that thought away. The concepts were hard enough to deal with.
I needed something. Confirmation? Hope? Proof?
I did my best to convey my feelings in quick text message. 
 
Sang: I hope I don’t wake you. I don’t need an answer back immediately, but I have a lot of questions. 
Sang: Your suggestion that I should try for what your team has is a bit overwhelming. I’m concerned about the guys on my team, and their happiness. 
Sang: I don’t want to upset them, or cause the team to splinter because of me trying to be a part of the team.
 
Those weren’t really questions. I put the phone in my pocket after having sent those messages. I tried to formulate how to put into words what I was thinking without hurting her feelings, either. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe she’d made it happen for her team, but in the end, was it what they all really wanted? 
From what I’d always read, a girl and a boy meet, fall in love, get married. Sometimes they split up, and fall in love with other people. Affairs happened, but wasn’t it usually that the person who fell out of love was too embarrassed to tell the person, and fell in love with someone else?
So I typed in the first question I needed answers to.
 
Sang: How can you love more than one person at a time?
 
I sent the question. I hoped she understood. 
I waited for an answer, but when one didn’t come in a reasonable amount of time, I had to get out of the stall and move on. 
I had to wait for answers. It was excruciating.
 



MIXED FEELINGS
 
 
I kept my head down and walked into the courtyard. I spotted Kota and Nathan right away. Then I noticed Gabriel and Victor were with them.
Gabriel, however, sat off on his own. He had a pad of paper out, sketching. His hair was a mess on one side, like he’d taken a nap in the time since I’d seen him. Still, it was out of place. Had he been concentrating so much, he hadn’t checked his hair? He was usually the first one to consult a mirror in the morning.
As I approached, Kota lifted his head first. His gaze moved from my face down to my clothes and back up before he smiled pleasantly. “Good morning. We’ve been waiting on you.”
Nathan and Victor picked up their heads and said good morning. Gabriel remained absorbed in his drawing. I didn’t want to interrupt and Kota was directing me to the bench next to him and Victor. 
I sat between them. Kota pulled out my book bag, now filled with books. “Thank you,” I said, shifting the bag to rest at my feet. “How did you get my bag back?”
“I stopped by on the way to school,” Victor said. “I needed to get Gabriel’s phone and saw your bag. Pam was asleep.”
I remembered Victor and the others had keys to each other’s homes. It was nice of him to fetch it and I thanked him.
“We did finish homework, didn’t we?” Kota asked. “I checked, but I wasn’t sure. You don’t write down things like I do.”
“We caught up on Friday,” I said. “Remember? Oh, wait, you weren’t there...”
He smiled softly and shrugged. “Sorry.”
“No,” I said, looking at the others. “It’s just we do it so often, one day blends into the next.” I sighed. “Homework has become such a chore. There’s so much of it.”
Victor laughed. “It wasn’t before this? I thought it was always a pain.”
I blushed at the memory of prior school years. I understood in the Academy, they may not be used to it. I should be, but this year was different. “I didn’t have much else to do before.” Too true. I finished homework quickly before and then I’d move on to reading or taking a walk outside. Without friends, or a cell phone, or much else, homework didn’t get in the way of much. “There wasn’t much else I was allowed to do.”
Their smiles faltered. “You can look forward to less homework later,” Kota said.
“By the time we’re done here, we’ll have lots of free time,” Victor said.
“Well, we won’t have tests and class time and reports,” Kota said. He pressed at the corner of his glasses, adjusting them. “I imagine we’ll still have plenty to do. Life doesn’t exactly stop to give you a break. It just keeps going.”
I opened my mouth to say something, but Gabriel shifted and distracted me. He turned, sat on the ground and used the bench as support to draw. His back was to us, though. 
It was hard to tell if he was getting more comfortable so he could draw, or if he was deliberately turning his back on us. Was he angry?
I checked with the others, my eyes wide, asking quietly if Gabriel was okay. Kota and Nathan shrugged dismissively. Victor, however, didn’t look at me. He was focused on Gabriel, as if trying to figure out the same thing.
Silas, North and Luke arrived. They all looked tired. In fact, we all carried heavy shadows under our eyes. Had no one slept last night?
Silas sat across from me and did a short wave with his hand. I did a finger wave and then realized I was his girlfriend at school, so I got up, and moved over to sit next to him, smiling apologetically to Kota and the others for the ruse.
The others shifted, but Gabriel was still aloof, remaining distant and unresponsive. Even Luke seemed to keep his distance. Maybe when Gabriel was drawing, he kept at a distance to concentrate. I didn’t want to assume, though, especially with how he’d left this morning.
I couldn’t say anything now. I didn’t want to embarrass him.
“You look tired,” Silas said to me once I’d settled beside him. The others talked amongst themselves, everyone except Gabriel.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Got woken up a few times, and then was up super early.”
“Do we need naps?” Silas asked. “Do we go to the nurse’s office and take over a few cots?”
I smiled at the memory of that, but since we’d been in the nurse’s office, the nurse had returned and Dr. Green no longer monitored it. I didn’t think I’d qualify as sick to a nurse. Being tired wasn’t really an excuse to take up a cot. “Not today,” I said. “I’m just hoping to get to bed early tonight.” Which reminded me... I spoke louder to draw the attention of the others. “I need to go somewhere random tonight. Dr. Green said if McCoy was following us...”
“That’s right,” Kota said. “Not even to each other’s homes. It’d be better if it were a hotel, or...”
“I’ll take her,” several of them said at the same time, and so quickly, I wasn’t exactly sure who’d said it. All of them?
I grimaced. “What about the diner?” I asked. It felt strange to be going to a hotel. “The diner would be a random place. Can’t I just sleep there?” There was an office in the back. North slept on the couch sometimes to be available overnight if things picked up. At least it’d be close to home.
They all seem to consider this, but then ultimately North shook his head. “No,” he said. “She’d be safe, that’s not a problem, but we won’t know for sure if he’s looking for her there, or stalking one of us. We need to end this. She can’t stay away from home forever.” 
Kota nodded. “It should be a hotel. I’d say the hospital, but Dr. Green works there, so it’s still somewhere we’d be. A hotel would be very random. Somewhere unexpected. I’ve got an idea.” He pointed to me. “Your phone...”
I blinked, waiting for him to say something, and then realized he was asking for it. I pulled it out slowly, holding it. I showed him the back, as I didn’t want anyone to notice the cracked screen right now. We had enough to deal with. “This?”
“I know you need it,” he said. “But can you switch it with someone else’s for a while? I want to see if he’s checking in on you via your number.”
“He shouldn’t be able to,” Victor said. “I’ve got everyone’s locators bouncing, so it should show her somewhere else instead of here.”
“Still,” Kota said. “I’ve just got a feeling. So trade with someone for a little while. We’ll see what happens.”
I had a mini heart attack right there thinking about the messages on my phone. I tried to recall what I’d said. There was also the possibility of Lily sending messages. Would they read the phone? Even if they didn’t mean to, they could open it up and come across the messages. They might need to use it. If Lily sent a message, they’d read and would know.
I panicked. Only Luke and Gabriel knew I’d gone to see Lily, plus Victor. Still, the message was terribly embarrassing for even them to read. 
Luke and Victor were sitting on the other side of Kota. Kota, for sure, shouldn’t hang on to it, because I wasn’t totally convinced how he’d feel. It would be the worst way to find out. I didn’t know where the others stood, either. Silas, North...North might have known about Lily, but he didn’t know I’d been to see her and might start a fight about it.
As Kota held out his phone, I turned to Gabriel. “Meanie,” I called. “Swap phones with me?” He was the closest, and passing it to Luke meant it would float by Kota first. It would be weird to bypass Kota.
It was the first time Gabriel looked at me since I’d arrived. His eyebrows scrunched together, confused. Then he spotted his hoodie. His lips parted, like he was going to comment, but he promptly closed his mouth again. He shook his head and then seemed to realize I’d asked him a question. “Huh?”
I held my phone toward him. My eyes were wide and I was quietly urging him to agree before Kota thought something was wrong. “Kota wants me to swap phones with someone. Can we trade?”
He reached back, pulling his phone from his pocket. He held on to it, looking at the phone with the screen turned off, considering. “I don’t know…”
“Please,” I asked, a bit more of a whisper, as it was a desperate moment. Any real hesitation from him, and the others would wonder, and Kota would ask why I didn’t switch with him instead. I couldn’t resist without a good reason if that happened. For emphasis, I glanced over at Kota, trying to signal to Gabriel my dilemma.
Gabriel checked over his shoulder at Kota, who had retracted his hand and was waiting. Gabriel shifted and held his phone out for me. 
I traded with him. Before he pulled his hand away, though, I touched his wrist, trying to smile even while my heart was racing, fearing one of the others would catch on. “Thanks,” I said.
“No problem,” he said and quietly put my phone in his pocket before he resumed his sketching.
I breathed out slowly and tucked his phone into my bra, mostly out of habit. I promised myself I’d only use it for emergencies and wouldn’t pry. 
Still, I was on edge. What if Lily wrote back while Gabriel had my phone? “How long do we have to do this?” I asked.
“Just until we figure out how he seems to know which one of us has you and where,” Kota said. He glanced once over at Gabriel and then seemed to dismiss the exchange. “As for tonight, perhaps Silas and...”
“I’ll go,” Gabriel said, without turning around. 
“You shouldn’t, if you’re holding onto her phone,” Kota said. “That’s the point.”
“Oh,” Gabriel said. He looked up, turning those crystal eyes on me, looking confused. 
I gritted my teeth, sympathizing. I hadn’t realized that would be the case. 
In my heart, I wanted to change it. Somehow, I needed to talk to Gabriel, I knew. The sooner the better. With the way he was looking at me, it was like he thought I’d planned this so he couldn’t spend the night in the hotel room with me.
But I didn’t want to risk changing phones again, and specifically asking Luke and not Kota or Silas or the others, and everyone asking why. 
I needed to explain to Gabriel why I trusted him with my phone. I’d have to wait until I could text him sometime in or between classes. I couldn’t do it here.
Kota and North talked the plan, but nothing was conclusive by the time the bell rang. They said they’d reconvene at lunch to figure it out.
I walked with my head down through the hallways, moving through homeroom without much thought. We sat in our usual seats. North had his head down. Luke played with his hair. I watched as he aimlessly twisted a thin lock of hair, winding it so tight that it curled up on itself. When he released it, it made a tiny loop and hung there. 
My mind was on the cell phone in my bra. I wanted to use it, to explain to Gabriel what had gone on, but Mr. Ferguson was monitoring us and he had a keen eye for cell phones. I didn’t want to get caught, and get it confiscated. 
Homeroom ended and Luke and North walked with me to class. They stood so close. While Luke I trusted, I wasn’t sure North would approve of using Gabriel’s cell phone or of what I had to say.
Luke and I hurried into class. Ms. Johnson stood at the door and handed us essay questions. She told the class to remain quiet, as the questions would probably take the entire class time. Ms. Johnson and Fate seemed to be working together to not allow me the luxury of a single text message. 
I settled in, hoping Gabriel would show up and I could at least monitor how he was. Maybe he hadn’t had a chance to look at my cell phone either.
When the bell rang and Gabriel wasn’t in his seat, tension built up in my chest. The room was quiet. I fiddled with my pen. Kota was in front of me. I longed to reach out to him. Silently, I was asking him to tell me what was going on. Gabriel wasn’t here. Where was he? Did he hate me now after all this? 
I thought about asking to be excused to the bathroom, but I couldn’t do that without Kota making a fuss about me going alone when it was unlikely other girls would be around in the bathrooms. He’d want to escort me and we couldn’t do that. Could I maybe between classes?
Maybe it wasn’t worth trying to be in the group together if Gabriel’s heart was broken about it. Misery settled in, making it difficult to do my schoolwork. I couldn’t get Gabriel off my mind. He might be too upset to come in. He skipped class, something we all avoided doing unless it was necessary. There was a possibility he was doing something Mr. Blackbourne told him to do, or breaking up a fight, but I wasn’t totally convinced about it.
I had to wait the entire class period. Just before the bell rang, Ms. Johnson gave us a few minutes to pack up. Kota finally turned, making it okay to talk.
“Where’s Gabriel?” I asked in a rush, a little more high-strung sounding than I’d intended.
His eyebrows shifted on his head. “He’s walking around the school. He has Silas following him. They’re just seeing if anyone will follow your cell phone signal, especially being out of class like that.”
My heart lifted, relieved Gabriel might not be upset after all. 
I took out Gabriel’s cell phone just as the bell rang. I followed Luke out. Kota moved on to his next class, but Luke stayed behind so North could catch up and walk me to class.
I had a minute to send a text to Gabriel. His phone was set up differently and I lost a few seconds looking for his text messaging.
There was a message open in his text message window. I didn’t want to invade his privacy, so I quickly moved it over so I could start a new message.
I couldn’t help noticing it was to a number he hadn’t plugged the name of into yet.
And the message contained a lot of “she” throughout.
I wanted to read it, but I didn’t have time, so I typed a message to Gabriel quickly.
 
Sang: I’m sorry about the cell phone mix up. Kota wanted my phone, and he doesn’t know about Lily and I’d started texting to her. 
Sang: I wasn’t sure if he’d understand. I didn’t know it meant you and I couldn’t stick by each other. Thanks for taking it. 
Sang: I knew I could trust you. What were you drawing this morning? 
 
I was going to keep it like that, but a sudden compulsion drove me to do something more. He needed to know I cared. That my smiles for Victor didn’t diminish how I felt about him. 
 
Sang: I miss you.
 
I stood still, but my insides shook as I sent the message. I blinked back the emotion touching my eyes and swallowed. 
“What are you doing?” Luke asked. He’d been quietly watching the other students walking by, staying arm to arm with me. 
I stowed the cellphone in my pocket, holding onto it so I could feel any vibration for a message coming in. “Saying hello to Gabriel.” I looked at him, at his warm brown eyes and that pleasant smile. “Did he seem upset to you this morning?”
“He was drawing,” he said. He scratched his temple. He still had a couple of loops in his hair. “That usually means he’s thinking. Used to mean he was thinking about his dead mom when he got really focused like that.”
“So he was upset?” I asked, worried now that maybe my message might aggravate him more than soothe.
He shrugged. “He just gets into moods sometimes. His drawing...it’s like your journal. Sometimes you write in it on how you feel, just to get it out there.” 
“Do you think it’s about Lily? About what they said?”
He sighed, turned to me. Being so close, he was brushing his hand against mine, unable to hold onto it just in case other students were paying attention. It was difficult being so close and yet unable to do something we’d gotten used to. “To be honest, I’m not sure about what they said.”
My eyes widened. 
“It’s not me,” he said. He put his hand over his heart. “I swear. I told you. I want to keep you.”
I smiled at that. “But?”
“I mean, if Gabriel’s reacting this way, how do you think Kota will take it? Or Nathan?” His eyes lowered and then his attention drifted. He watched students walking by. “It’s not exactly what I pictured, either.”
I didn’t know what I was imagining before, but it wasn’t like how Lily had described it. Now, after talking with Lily about the life she had, I realized I’d been living in a fog before. I hadn’t thought of the future. I’d only desired to feel included in the group. Now I realized the price of actually making that happen.
I tried to picture couple teams. What if I paired up with...who? Luke? Could I choose one? And then what? The others would continue on their team. Two different teams. Maybe we’d work together? What about when they found girlfriends? 
To test myself, I tried to picture Kota with another girl, taking her out to something like a football game.
I couldn’t do it. The thought of it burned through me. I couldn’t bring myself to continue.
That had to be how the others felt, or I assumed. The strange part was, I’d been holding hands with one of them, while the other stood nearby and observed. They hugged me openly in front of the others. Why did it burn me to think of them doing something similar with another girl? Selfishness? Yes. Probably. 
I wanted to ask Luke how he was okay with it, but then North arrived. Luke waved and took off ahead of us, leaving North and I to walk to class.
I was quiet, absorbed in my own thoughts as we moved.
“What’s wrong?” North asked once we got to the stairwell. 
“Huh?” I asked. 
“Is it the car for Gabriel’s birthday?” he asked. “Or are you just tired from being up all night?”
“I...I haven’t had a chance to ask him...” I looked up at North. Maybe I should work on Gabriel’s birthday present; if he was surprised by a nice gift, maybe it would pull him out of his quiet mood. “Do you think if I can find out before the end of the school day, that you and I can at least go look for one he likes?”
“I don’t know if he wants us to buy it for him,” he said. He wore a dark shirt under his faux school jacket, along with the gray pants. It suited him, of course, but it wasn’t exactly going with the traditional look Gabriel had designed to play the part of prep school students. “He may want to buy it himself.”
“What if someone else buys it ahead of time?” I asked.
His lips dipped down. “It’d be a lesson on life. You can try hard your best, for example, to buy a car you want, but it may not be around later. Sometimes you end up looking at alternatives. You get the next best thing.”
Still, it’d be a shame if Gabriel had some idea about a car he wanted, and for one reason or another, couldn’t buy it. His first car should be the one he really wants. “What if...what if we...or someone in the Academy bought it?” I asked. “Could they hang onto it until Gabriel gets the money together?”
North focused on the path in front of us. “He can’t know, though. If you can find out, we can at least make sure we get it. It won’t be much of a birthday gift, though. We’ll have to think of something else, too.”
I touched my brow briefly, considering how much we had to do, and that we were standing outside of geometry class. Class was in the way.
North reached out, capturing my chin between his fingers, drawing my attention to him. “That’s not all you’re thinking about.”
I shook my head, moving against his fingers. I needed to know what he knew about Lily and how he felt. But I couldn’t talk about it here. I didn’t want him dragging me off to somewhere else, either, when it wasn’t a true emergency. “Will you be the one taking me after school?”
“Probably,” he said. “But I can make sure I am, if you need me to.”
I nodded slowly. “Yes,” I said, “if it isn’t too much trouble.” I wasn’t sure who else might join us, but I hoped I’d get a chance to talk with him alone.
His dark eyes questioned me, silently demanding I tell him if something was wrong. I didn’t say anything and eventually, slowly, he released me and tugged my arm to pull me into class. “I hate school,” he said.
Ditto.
During class, the teacher lectured. I drew lines in my notebook, unable to focus.
The cell phone burned in my pocket. My senses were aware, and occasionally feeling phantom vibrations. Wishful thinking, maybe.
Suddenly, it vibrated and I nearly jumped in my chair. Was it Gabriel?
I used North’s broad body as my cover. I tucked Gabriel’s phone between my textbook and my notebook and turned it on.
There was a message, but it wasn’t from Gabriel. I didn’t want to pry, but just in case it was an emergency of some sort, I checked it out.
It was from the unnamed number. I didn’t want to read, but I did anyway. I couldn’t help it.
 
Unknown: Don’t give up. I know you feel down now. Give yourself a break. Call me when you aren’t busy.
 
Time stopped. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I read the message again. I checked in with the teacher, making sure I wasn’t noticed. A few other students fiddled quietly with cell phones, so at least I wasn’t the only one.
Compelled to find out more, I scrolled back on the messages, reading a few that had been sent to that same unknown number.
 
Gabriel: This isn’t going to work. She could have anyone she wanted. The Academy won’t approve. The others won’t understand.
Gabriel: I like the plan. Don’t get me wrong. It’s really my only chance with her. There’s no way she’d go with me instead of the others. It’s the only way she’d stay with me. But only if she’d agree to it.
Gabriel: It’s impossible. 
Gabriel: I hate this.
 
My face tightened and I fought tears. My jaw clenched. I definitely couldn’t focus now. There was no way I could do schoolwork today. I needed to talk to Gabriel. I imagined whoever the number belonged to was one of Lily’s guys who had swapped numbers, just like Lily had with me.
I checked the time on the messages. It was early this morning, after he’d left Victor’s house alone but before school started. He was feeling down then. He’d been waiting for a response, too. 
I put the cell phone away. Gabriel hadn’t responded to me yet. I tried to tell myself there was a logical reason, that he was busy. My heart told me he was ignoring me. I wrapped my arms around my stomach, swallowing more and staring off, not caring about geometry and school. 
I hate this.
It killed me to think of him struggling. Gabriel thought it was impossible. He was wrong about how I felt about him.
Or was he? 
It wasn’t like I was able to choose between them. It was selfish, somehow.
But the reality was, I could dream about Lily’s situation for myself, but the others may never go along with that plan. They may never be okay with it. At some point, I might have to make a choice, and pick one. Or I might need to leave them to save their family from splitting up.
I hunched down in my seat, dreading that day.
 



THE IMPOSSIBLE PLAN
 
 
When class was over, I walked beside Nathan to the next class. 
“I have to take you to the music room,” Nathan said.
I stopped mid-step, surprised, and then slowly began walking again. When Mr. Blackbourne had said ‘tomorrow’, I didn’t realize he meant during our class. 
I followed Nathan down the hallway, terrified.
“It’s been weird not having you at the house,” Nathan said. “And now you’ll be staying at a hotel.”
“I think staying at the hotel will be weird,” I said, mostly repeating him. I didn’t mean to be dour, but my thoughts weren’t on the hotel. I might have been excited about a stay at a hotel, but if Gabriel was upset, I wasn’t happy. Now I had to face Mr. Blackbourne and have a discussion I wasn’t sure I’d get through.
“It’s only for tonight,” Nathan said. We got to Music Room B’s door, the small hallway giving us some cover. He moved in, his face low and near mine. “It’s hard to sleep without you around.”
I smiled a little. For him.
It didn’t seem right that Nathan was in the dark; I needed him as much as I needed Gabriel. It wasn’t right to be down around him.
I summoned up as bright a smile as I could, and then as a bonus, I leaned in for a quick kiss.
His eyes went wide and he looked around, but then he grinned at me. “You shouldn’t do that in school,” he teased.
“I did miss you,” I said. “I didn’t sleep much last night, either.”
“I heard,” he said. He caught my hand, brought it to his lips and then gently bit the knuckle. “Be good, Peanut,” he said before he walked off toward class.
If only I could get Gabriel to smile and tease like that again.
I took in a good, long breath, holding it as I walked into Music Room B. I drew in strength, ready for whatever Mr. Blackbourne might have in mind.
Mr. Blackbourne was alone in the room, sitting at the piano. Music played, but his shoulders were still from what I could see. 
Only when I moved closer, did I catch his eyes darting around the keys. He didn’t sway like Victor did when he played piano. His face was relaxed. He was still.
The song was fast-paced, with a strong crescendo. 
I held my position, not daring to move and interrupt his song. I recognized it from classical music collections I used to download on the Internet and sorted through my mind what the title was.
He got to the end, the last notes fading when the bell rang. I said his name, walking deeper into the room to put my book bag down. “Requiem for a Tower?” I asked.
Mr. Blackbourne stood from the piano, coming around it. He was in his usual gray suit, maroon tie, and looking finely polished. His steel eyes, however, were wary.
I eased myself from one foot to the other, second-guessing everything I’d done, from finding Lily, to kissing Gabriel, to what I was wearing today. 
I’d told Mr. Blackbourne I’d met Lily. I studied him cautiously now, looking for evidence of disappointment.
The song, the requiem, had charged me up a bit. The tune played in my head, but the violin version I was more familiar with. It made me think he was preparing for a fight.
He approached quietly. He pulled a seat around, and gestured to it. He wanted me to sit.
I placed my book bag quietly on another chair and sat on the one he’d pointed to. My heart thundered, filling my ears, rattling through my bones.
My lips pursed. I waited.
Mr. Blackbourne took a seat across from me. He peered at me through the black-rimmed glasses, studying me quietly. 
Moments passed. The longer I was quiet, the harder it was for me to start talking. Was he mad? I feared if I said anything at all, he’d yell. Not that he usually did, but sometimes he voice got so sharp, he might as well yell. 
Or worse, admit that I’d disappointed him.
Mr. Blackbourne breathed slowly, his eyes remaining on me, unrelenting. Finally, he spoke. “I know you have a lot on your mind,” he said.
A challenge. No...I was wrong. He wasn’t trying to fight. He was bracing himself for something else. Bad news? That I was upset? He was inviting me to talk about what was most important to me and was maybe worried he wouldn’t like what I had to say.
I was upset, but not for the same reason we’d discussed when last we spoke.
I straightened in my seat. “I spoke to Lily yesterday afternoon. Gabriel and Luke took me to see her, and her team.” I paused there, waiting out his reaction. He knew this part but I wanted to know his feelings on it.
His steel eyes flashed. His lips parted for a moment, though he stayed quiet. He was considering a response.
“You’ve spoken to her before?” I asked, although it was more a statement than a question.
He nodded slightly, warily. “What did you learn there?” he asked.
“About how her team managed to stay together, despite the Academy testing them and asking them to do something else. She kept her team, her and four other guys. They are still together.”
Mr. Blackbourne inclined his head. “What are your thoughts on this?”
I sucked in a breath and my lip trembled. I couldn’t stop it. I’d bottled up so much around the others, and had had to suffer through class. 
Lily had said to talk to him. I needed to confide in someone. Someone who was level-headed and could tell me if what I was doing was the right thing.
Before I could answer his question, Mr. Blackbourne leaned in. He placed one gentle finger on my chin, directing my attention to him.
It was a small touch, meant only to make me focus.
It warmed me, soothing my whirlwind of thoughts.
Mr. Blackbourne wasn’t against me. He was with me. Right now, he needed to know where I stood.
“While I was there,” I said, “I wanted to try things her way. I...I liked it. The thought. I’m not sure if I should...” I didn’t know how to express it. “It’s not normal. The Academy doesn’t like it.”
“The Academy wants us to be happy,” he said quietly.
“We’re not all happy,” I said.
His eyes flared. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice sharp, cutting through me, making me startle.
“It’s too difficult,” I said. I moved my face away from his finger, needing a release. I blinked back my nervous tears and swallowed the thickness developing in my throat before it waivered my voice. “Luke’s unsure. Gabriel’s upset right now. He might have been okay with me joining the Academy, but I don’t know. He seemed okay with Lily’s way of doing it yesterday, but then last night he was upset with Victor.”
“What did Victor do?” he asked.
“Nothing!” I said, and then pulled back, immediately sorry for speaking so loud. “When he picked us up, he was just being nice, talking about going to the spa. Gabriel said he spent too much money on me. When he was asked to go out and let McCoy chase him around, he left angry. This morning he was really quiet. I can’t tell if he’s still angry.” I dropped my head, my hands moving toward my face to cover it. “We shouldn’t have gone. It would have been better if we’d never gone. It’s too hard.”
Silence filled the room. I rubbed my forehead and temples with my fingers, pain radiating from my heart. I was sure this was the reason the Academy would ask us to separate. It was inevitable. The flicker of a headache pulsed in my head. I thought of claiming I was sick, so I could have a day in bed. Maybe I should have taken Silas up on his offer to grab cots in the nurse’s office.
My thoughts were out of control. Unanswered questions spiraled around.
“Can I ask you something?” Mr. Blackbourne’s voice was as soft as I’d ever heard it. But even as soft as it was, it was powerful, drawing me up from the well of despair I’d sunk into.
I summoned some courage to look up. I caught his steel eyes, softened into something more silver. His face was calm, yet otherwise hard to read.
I placed my hands in my lap, clutching them together for some control. “Yes,” I said.
“Did she ever mention how difficult it was for her to get to where she is today?”
“Of course,” I said. “She said the Academy was against it.”
“I mean about how the boys reacted,” he said. “They weren’t all happy with it in the beginning.”
I tried to recall what Lily had said. “She wanted me to stay in contact, to perhaps help avoid making some of the mistakes she’d made.”
“That’s kind of her to offer,” he said. He sat up more, touching the knot of his maroon tie briefly. “Miss Sorenson, relationships are never perfect. A boy and a girl who fall in love face insurmountable odds at times. We all had parents who, I presume at one time, were in love enough to get married.”
That was true, although it was hard to picture my stepmother ever having loved anything, or my father loving her enough to marry her. They were so angry with each other now, that it was hard to think they hadn’t always been that way.
“If a normal relationship is hard work,” he said quietly, “would you expect any other relationship to be different? Friendships need work. Sibling relationships need work.”
My head inclined, agreeing with his point. It made sense.
“If all we’re ever going to be are friends,” he said, “then even at that point, we’d have to work to remain that way. It’s give and take on every side. It’s honesty and trust.” He leaned in a little, until his head was level with mine, his gaze steady, keeping my eyes fixed on his. “When you visited this team and saw what they had together, did it draw you in? Did you want something like that?”
I nodded quickly. I did. “At the time...” I said.
He held up a quick finger, silencing my thoughts. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, to want something, even if it’s out of reach or impossible. It may not happen exactly how you pictured, but we can’t control outside events and how others feel. That doesn’t mean we give up just because it might be difficult.”
“Gabriel is angry, though,” I said. “And I don’t know how the others would feel.”
“I understand your response,” he said. His steel sharpened. “From what I’m hearing, though, your concern is more how they feel.”
I nodded.
“What I’m trying to understand is, if everyone else agreed to such an arrangement, would you consider it? Would you try it out?”
Slowly, I nodded. “If it doesn’t...”
He sliced his hand through the air. The power behind his voice cutting off my words. “I want to know what you want, Miss Sorenson.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I want to believe it. When Lily talked about it, I liked the idea.”
“Do you still like it?” he asked.
I nodded quietly.
“We don’t have time to dwell on what if,” he said. “There’s how you feel and how the others feel. When I first heard of Lily and her team, I was curious. I didn’t think ahead as to how they managed it, and I’ll admit, the answer surprised me. I assumed...I assumed something else. Mr. Anderson said other teams had approached him about doing something similar, and those teams never succeeded. Their solution isn’t for everyone, and I agree.”
My heart twisted sharply, and I leaned forward, my mouth falling open. Other teams? We weren’t the only ones? It hadn’t occurred to me that others might have tried. 
They knew, and they tried. 
He held up his hand again, stopping me this time before I could respond. “We, however, are different. And you have to remember, a team did succeed. Theirs. Ours might.”
I stared at him, wanting to make the connection. Yes, they had done it. They seemed together, happy. I recalled how one of them entered the room and was being protective of her. It was how I felt the others were around me. Their reactions to her weren’t very surprising to me, perhaps because I’d experienced the same from my own team.
He spoke again, interrupting my thoughts. “Her team managed. There are other families out there that do the same thing.”
“Out where?” I asked.
“Relationships aren’t always one plus one equals two,” he said. “I’ve been studying the psychology and read some case studies. A mother loves all her children, plus her husband, plus her extended family. Love isn’t a limited supply. You also can’t control how others feel. A woman may love a man who doesn’t love her. How he feels doesn’t change how she feels. It just is.”
“They have five in their group together,” I said. I wanted to understand what he was saying. It felt different.
“There are other families,” he said. “Some with two men and one woman. Some with three women together. In other countries, in other cultures, it’s considered common to have multiple husbands or wives.”
Was that true? I didn’t doubt his comments, but it was difficult to picture.
“My point is,” he said, “you can only control how you feel, what you want, and express it. The others will do the same, either now or in the future.” He put his hand to his chest, pointing at his own heart. “I believe, somewhere along the road, we’ll figure it out. One way or another. It may not end up like Lily’s group. It may be completely different. But if we stick by each other, if we build this family together, if you help me, we can be happy. It’ll be better if we’re together, than apart.”
My heart lifted. He believed we’d be happier staying together. I wished the others could hear him. No matter what, no matter the obstacles, happiness was the goal. “I want them to be happy.”
“You are part of the equation, too,” he said. “If you wish to stay with us, and we desire to stay with you, it’s our choice together.” He leaned in more, his voice quieting. “This mean we don’t stop at every road block we face. As I said, relationships take effort. We simply work at it. You don’t have to do it alone, though.”
I nodded, hopeful. “I don’t know what to do sometimes.” 
“I think...” he said and then stopped. His head shook slowly. “No, I was going to offer for you to talk to me about it tonight, perhaps talk throughout the week in the evenings. I want you to.”
My eyebrows scrunched. He wants to but he doesn’t? “I’d like to talk more with you,” I said. “Maybe outside of school?” I wanted to read his case studies, and understand this from the angle he did. Maybe it would do some good to see other families and situations similar to this outside the Academy. Maybe it wasn’t as uncommon as I thought.
He pressed his lips together. He sighed and then spoke again. “Miss Sorenson, we have a lot of work ahead of us, and many years, hopefully, to do it in. You can always come to me when you need to. Right now, it sounds like Mr. Coleman needs you more.”
Confusion settled in. “I should talk to him?”
“You should confide in him. You started this journey together yesterday.”
“And Luke,” I said.
He nodded. “He’s already on your side, even if he’s unsure, he’s not aloof. He’s willing to talk about it. It’s Mr. Coleman who seems to be your priority right now.”
“What do I do?”
“In the Academy, we try to not keep secrets from each other,” he said. “However, in this case, we want to move slowly. Kota and the others might not be ready. Gabriel, like you, was taken by surprise by the information. You should tell him what you want. You should also tell him how you feel about him. I believe you’ll discover he needs you as much as you need him right now.”
It was hard to think of Gabriel needing me. He was strong, confident. He always seemed so sure of everything, how people dressed, should do their hair, how to handle things. “I have to focus on him.”
“Start with him,” he said. “You can talk to who you want, but I’d suggest you tell Gabriel everything, from our conversation here, to your thoughts on the other team. Tell him what you want. I believe, once he hears it from you, he’ll move from his doubts and will become one of your strongest advocates.”
“He was jealous of Victor,” I said. “He was envious of his money, I think. But then he was saying he thought the others were stronger, smarter. He doesn’t believe I could care about him.”
Mr. Blackbourne leaned forward enough this time that his elbows rested on his knees as he looked at me. Seeing him so close made him appear younger, the nineteen year old behind the formal clothes and mature attitude. “All emotions have an opposite. Anger and sadness are two of the same. When someone is angry, when they calm down, you may discover they’re actually sad about some part in their life. Do you know what the other side of envy is?”
I shook my head.
“It’s a lack of confidence, self-esteem. If he envies Silas’s strength, then he’s unsure about his own. If he’s envious of Victor’s wealth and what he can give you, it’s because he’s insecure about his lack of money and ability to give you those material things. Gabriel’s greatest weakness is his own perception of himself.”
It was hard for me to picture him as unconfident. “He’s always so vocal,” I said. “His clothes, my clothes. His singing and plays music and his art... Did you know he has a mural on his bedroom walls? Have you seen the others?”
He nodded. “He’s very talented, but he’s always felt lacking when other people around him are better, even if they excel in things he doesn’t personally like or work on. Smarter simply means one studied more. Stronger means someone built muscle. He is smart, but in his own way. Kota may understand physics better than he does, but Gabriel knows fashion and art, colors, design. Not understanding physics doesn’t make him an idiot. It makes him good at being Gabriel. There will always be people better, stronger, faster, as well as people who are weaker and slower. It doesn’t make you better or worse. You are who you are.”
I believed it, especially of Gabriel. “He doesn’t have anything to be envious about.”
“Then tell him so,” he said. He sat up, becoming the steady Mr. Blackbourne I was more familiar with. He straightened his tie and suit coat. “And confide in him. Tell him what you’ve told me. Make him feel like you depend on him and he’ll soon turn around. You’ll see. Do you know what the other side of confidence is?”
I was going to say whatever the opposite of being envious was, but I didn’t know the right word in the moment. 
“It’s goodwill,” he said. “Once someone is confident in their own abilities, they no longer turn a jealous eye, envious of others. Instead, they see others as either people to bolster, to help along, or those who can help them when needed. They become supportive. When Gabriel becomes confident, he’ll more likely help you with whatever you want.” He paused and then quickly flashed a millimeter smile at me. “That means trusting him with what you want, so he knows what he’ll be fighting for.”
I breathed in deeply and let it out slowly. I glanced at the time, noting we didn’t have much left. “I wish I could talk to him.”
“Do what you can,” he said. “But no matter what, even when it seems he’s shutting you out, don’t let him. Gabriel isn’t one you leave alone to stew in his own thoughts. You have to draw him out. Gently.”
I nodded. It reminded me of North, who needed to argue sometimes in order to work out his feelings. Gabriel, as unconfident as he was, needed me to pursue him, to show him I cared.
I took out his cell phone, holding it in my hands. “Would it be okay if, just for today, I spent a bit of time texting him? At least until I can talk to him?”
“Given the circumstances, I may change up him holding onto your cell phone, but we’re waiting on Mr. McCoy, who is sitting outside of school, possibly to see if you leave so he can follow.”
My heart sped up. “He won’t come in?”
“He’s parked behind the JROTC building. He seems to be avoiding everyone. We have people keeping an eye on him. So far, he’s done nothing but observe, much like Mr. Morris and the others who follow us around. It doesn’t make sense why he stays; he knows everyone will be busy in school for a few hours. He doesn’t seem to have a purpose for being here. However, just in case, Gabriel is remaining out of class. We’re trying to lure him out.”
“Maybe he’s back working with Mr. Hendricks? It felt like they had fallen out before.”
“I’m not sure who is on whose team,” he said. “You should keep your distance as much as possible. This might be our chance. Mr. McCoy is shakable. We’ll shake until he gives us the information we need, and then he’ll be taken away.”
This was a dangerous time. I needed to focus and find a way to boost Gabriel a bit to get through this. I asked again about it being okay to use Gabriel’s phone to stay in contact with him.
Mr. Blackbourne nodded. He pulled out his own cell phone. “I’ve got some of my own work to do,” he said.
I was quiet for a long time, staring at the screen on Gabriel’s cell phone. I forced myself to look at only the blank screen, not reading other texts or checking out his other apps. 
I didn’t know what to say. Mr. Blackbourne wanted me to confide in Gabriel, to make him feel like I needed him.
I did. Seeing him unhappy made me uncertain. If I couldn’t do this with Gabriel, I wouldn’t be happy. 
I cared about him. A lot. 
I studied that screen for a long time, lost in my own thoughts. I typed something out, lost what I was saying a moment later and then deleted my words. I wanted to tell him how beautiful and smart he was, but I had the feeling he’d dismiss it. Before, when I’d tried to tell him those things, he waved it off. I thought of when someone complemented me. I appreciated it, but it was sometimes difficult to believe.
Eventually, I came up with something. The truth.
 
Sang: I told Mr. Blackbourne about going to see Lily and how I need you to not be the one to carry my cell phone.
Sang: So you and I could spend the night tonight. I’ve got so much to talk to you about.
Sang: I want to believe we can be one big team together. It wouldn’t be the same if you weren’t in it. I don’t know how you feel. 
Sang: I wish I could talk to you now. 
 
It was as good a plea for his help as I could figure out without going overboard. It was completely honest. Mr. Blackbourne was right; I needed to work on my relationships. With Mr. Blackbourne, we’d come to an understanding somehow. With Dr. Green, he and I moved fast in certain ways, slow in others. With Mr. Blackbourne, we were glacial, but it worked. We knew, in time, our relationship would grow. We had to start slow, to avoid hurt feelings. Like yesterday morning, at breakfast, he’d gone a step too fast and I wasn’t ready. We both made mistakes. We’d fix them with time.
With Gabriel, neither of us could keep up with how deep our connection had become, and it warranted more time and discussion. He’d lost people he cared about. He lacked confidence in himself around the others. He simply needed more attention.
Seconds ticked by after my last message. I considered typing in another one. Words flew through my head, but none sounded right. Even what I sent him wasn’t really the best message. I analyzed it over and over. 
I considered getting Mr. Blackbourne to see what I’d written and get some suggestions. But then the buzz of the phone surprised me. 
I sat up quickly, excited but fumbling for the phone. The bell rang. I collected my bag, waved goodbye to Mr. Blackbourne and headed to the door to wait on Victor.
I didn’t check the phone until I was out in the hall. While I waited, I read.
 
Gabriel: I don’t know what to do. You should call Lily. She sent a text asking you to call her.
 
I waited for more but nothing came. That was it.
I wasn’t sure how to feel. Did he not understand? His message was so solemn. Dismissive. I don’t know. Ask someone else.
I lowered the phone. Maybe Gabriel was more upset than we realized.



TESTS AND TRIALS
 
 
I still hadn’t thought of what else to say to Gabriel on the way, and by the time I got into class, Mr. Morris handed out a test, the one which I’d forgotten about. I’d read and reviewed the material Friday, but I should have studied more over the weekend.
 “Don’t expect to get away with cheating,” Mr. Morris said. He smelled heavily of cologne today, not quite masking something else. I thought perhaps he’d skipped a shower this morning and was trying to make up for it with the heady scent.
The test was about world history, but my mind was on Gabriel the entire time. My eyes blurred over the words, not connecting. I might have known the material, but wasn’t in the mood for a test. I wanted to find Gabriel and talk to him.
I stared at Victor’s back, wishing he’d turn around, see how uncomfortable I was, and help give me the courage to stand up and leave. I’d never wanted to skip class so much before. 
Time dragged. The clock seemed to slow. I would see Gabriel at lunch, I told myself. It wasn’t far away. Still, the seconds ticked by. I forced myself to concentrate and ended up getting finished sooner. It was agony, because I’d have to continue to wait until it was time to go. Now I had nothing to do.
Some students started to turn the tests in. 
“When you’re finished, you can sit quietly and read,” Mr. Morris said. “But you cannot use your cell phone. Read a textbook for once in your life.”
I sighed, got up, and stood in the small line to pass in my test papers. 
I stared at Mr. Morris as I waited my turn. I’d been told to stay away from him, but I was compelled, for some reason, to speak with him. If McCoy was out of the way, nothing would distract Gabriel. Mr. Morris might know what McCoy was up to. But I wasn’t sure how to ask, and with Victor and North right there...
I glanced back. Victor and North had already passed in their tests. I was the one who had taken longer. They were looking down, reading or looking at some other homework.
When I got up to Mr. Morris’s desk, I contemplated what to do. I stood aside after I turned it in and leaned toward him a bit. “Mr. Morris?” I whispered.
“Hm?” he said and lifted his head. “What?”
I glanced at the other students, who seemed to have cleared for now. “How are you? I haven’t heard from you in a while.”
“I never heard from you,” he said. “Weren’t you going to feed me information?”
True. “I wasn’t sure how best to. May I text you later? Is it safe?”
He nodded. 
I’d kept his phone number from before. It was in my phone, with Gabriel.
I returned to my seat, my fingers at my chest, tracing the outline of the phone. I opened a textbook, but I didn’t really look at it. 
A strong hand landed on my back. North warmed my spine with his palm.
I leaned into it, needing to feel that steadiness. He was probably tired of listening to me fidget. 
North knew about Lily.
He talked with the other guys on the team.
I needed to talk to him, too. Maybe...maybe if he knew what was going on, he could help me figure out how to handle Gabriel.
Class ended. I collected my book bag in a hurry and was at the door well before North and Victor. I waited outside the trailer for them.
“What are you in a hurry for?” Victor asked. “Are you hungry?” He looked at North. “I forgot to bring food today. I wasn’t at home this morning.”
“Kota will have some,” North said. “Silas does, too.” He had his bag over his shoulder, and reached out to me, taking mine from my hands. “What’s up with you today? You took longer than even Victor to finish the test.”
“Hey,” Victor said, grumbling. “I finished before most of the others did.”
“You’re not stupid,” North said. “You just read thoroughly and second-guess yourself. I saw you erasing half your answers.” He turned to me. “You didn’t seem so confident. Didn’t you study?”
“I didn’t have much time this weekend,” I said and sighed. I stuffed my hands inside Gabriel’s hoodie pockets. “My head’s a mess. Last night...”
“I get it,” North said. 
“You need to eat,” Victor said. “Keep up your strength.” He nudged me and then walked beside me, close enough that his fingers brushed the back of my hand as we walked.
North trailed behind us. I glanced back once at him. He had his head down, his eyes lowered, deep in thought.
When we got to the courtyard, Gabriel wasn’t there.
I sat, eagerly watching the doors, waiting for him. The others around me started opening food they brought, mostly Kota and Silas. Luke had bought a couple of potato chip bags from the vending machines between classes and shared those. He split a candy bar with Silas.
Gabriel still didn’t show up. I nibbled on one of the sandwich halves Kota had passed along. Silas was talking with Luke about a cake for Gabriel’s birthday. North, who was eating carrot sticks and one of the sandwiches sat next to me. 
“Where’s Gabriel?” I asked him. “He’s not here yet.”
His eyebrows lifted and then he glanced around. He then focused on Kota. “Where’s dum-dum number…four?”
Kota automatically lifted his head, glanced around and then started counting off. First he touched himself, mouthed, “One”. He pointed at Nathan, mouthed, “Two.” He went down the line quickly, and I couldn’t really follow. “He’s actually number five. And he was told to wander around with Sang’s cell phone and keep it away from her. There’s been a few suspect teachers coming across him at odd intervals. McCoy got out of his car once, holding his cell phone, but then got back in his car again. He might be getting info from teachers, but we can’t be sure.” 
“So he’s walking around alone?” North asked. He snapped a finger at Luke and then jerked his thumb toward the door. “You. Go find him. Stay next to him.”
“I get to skip class?” he asked, jumping up with a potato chip bag. “Awesome.”
“He doesn’t need to...but I guess it doesn’t hurt.” Kota sighed, and reached in for a sandwich and passed it over to Luke. “Make sure he eats.”
“Sure,” Luke said, and grabbed his book bag, walking to the door.
“Why didn’t you do that sooner?” North asked.
Kota shook his head. “I had Mr. Blackbourne keeping an eye on him wandering around. He’s got a visual. To give himself a break, Gabriel occasionally locks himself into their office.”
“I don’t like it,” North said. “Not walking around for so long when we’re expecting someone to be following. Especially McCoy.”
“He’s fine,” Kota said.
“Sang’s worried about him,” North said.
Kota looked at me, his eyebrows lifting in puzzlement.
It made me feel better that Gabriel wasn’t going to be alone, but disappointed he wouldn’t be coming here. “It’s safer if Luke is nearby,” I said. Maybe that would be good. Maybe Luke could cheer him up. To change the subject though, I had a question. “So Gabriel is number five?” 
North spoke up, cutting off Kota. “We’ve all got numbers, according to him.”
“It’s how I keep track of everyone,” Kota said. He took a bite of his sandwich, chewed and swallowed before he continued. “It just makes sense for me. I count off people.”
“And you’re number one?” I asked.
“I always account for myself first, to get it out of the way and I’m not off a number,” he said. He pointed to his head. “It’s complicated up here.”
“What number am I?” I asked.
“Ten,” he said. 
“I’m last?” I asked. There were ten of us in our group. I wasn’t sure if I should be disappointed or not. It wasn’t like it was a race and I was the last one. It wasn’t really a ranking, either.
“You’re the newest, the most recent. You got the next number.”
“So you call her ten?” Nathan asked. “Aw. Make her number one.”
“It’s just...” Kota fumbled. He sighed, breathing in deeply and then touching the corner of his glasses. His cheeks tinted pink. “It’s how I think. It doesn’t mean anything. It helps keep things in order.”
I felt bad now for asking. It was embarrassing Kota. “I don’t mind being ten,” I said.
He smiled weakly. “It works for me.”
The others started getting into discussions about school and other things. Kota talked with Victor about his cell phone system and how McCoy might invade it to track where we went.
I pulled out Gabriel’s cell phone. First, I used it to contact Mr. Blackbourne about Mr. Morris. I wanted to talk to Mr. Morris, but I didn’t have his number with me now, and I thought Mr. Blackbourne would be of better use here.
 
Sang: I spoke briefly with Mr. Morris in class. He wants me to feed him information via text message. 
Sang: I thought it might be useful to ask him about Mr. McCoy. His number is logged into my cell phone.
Mr. Blackbourne: I’ll devise a set of false information for him to pursue, in exchange for information we might need. Thank you for letting me know.
 
I appreciated the immediate answer. Sometimes I wasn’t sure if I was doing the right thing. I wanted to talk to Mr. Morris myself, but I had no clue what to offer. Plus, having Mr. Morris talking to us might help with getting rid of McCoy. Mr. Blackbourne would notify Gabriel what to say, or in some way do it himself, I was sure.
I thought of what else I could say to Gabriel. It was difficult to measure if he was upset or simply busy. He’d said to call Lily. I thought maybe I’d call her and then I’d have a chance to relay to him what she said and see how he responded.
But I couldn’t call her here. I wasn’t ready to talk to her yet. I wanted to talk to Gabriel. 
I glanced at North, who seemed to be lost in his own thoughts. I stared at him a bit. His dark eyes drifted. I wasn’t sure if I should interrupt him. He hadn’t shaved that morning, and the coarse dark hairs on his chin made him appear older than sixteen. I admired his dark complexion and the deep brown, almost black hair. He was scary looking at times, especially when he was angry, but when he was calm, like now when he was thinking, he was darkly handsome.
I needed to talk to him about Lily, though. He seemed okay with the idea. Maybe he could help me think of a way to convince Gabriel it would be okay. I was also curious what he thought of it all. 
I wasn’t sure how to draw his attention, so I reached gently for his arm.
He pulled back instantly, sitting up sharply. His distant eyes focused and then looked down at me. I’d spooked him.
“Sorry,” I said.
He grunted. “It’s nothing,” he said. “What?”
I glanced at the others and then at him. “I wanted to talk to you...” I grimaced. I wasn’t sure where to start. I implored him with my eyes. I wasn’t sure how to drag him off during lunch.
He glanced at the others and then down at me. “You want to talk?” he asked. “Talk.” 
I pressed my lips together. I reached over to him and then whispered near his ear. “I’ve got a lot to tell you about. I wasn’t sure the others should hear.”
He lifted his head, checked the others out and then nodded. “Do you want to leave early?” he asked.
“Leave school early?” I asked.
“You’ve got biology next, don’t you?” he asked. “And then Dr. Green and gym?”
I nodded.
“Do you have a test in biology? Do you have to be there?”
I bit my lip. “She likes to give a quiz on Mondays.”
“Then go to biology, and I’ll meet you outside of class after. Unless it can’t wait.”
It could, I just didn’t want it to. The knot in my chest was tight. We were supposed to be inconspicuous and blend in, and Mr. Hendricks always knew when I was skipping classes. “I guess so.”
“Then we can take off before school ends. That’ll be better anyway. McCoy will be waiting for you to leave after school. If we leave early, it’ll be easier to lose him. ... Maybe we can go check out that car Gabriel likes.”
I still didn’t know what it was. I lifted my phone and then thought of Luke with Gabriel right now. “Luke could find out for us?”
He nodded. “Try.”
Would Gabriel even talk about it? “Could I borrow your cell phone? I don’t want Gabriel to get his phone back and find out too soon.”
North nodded and passed his cell phone over to me, lit up to a message ready to send to Luke. Looked like he sent texts to Luke a lot, usually asking where he was.
I used his phone to text Luke.
 
North: Hey, this is Sang. Find out from Gabriel, subtly, what car he was looking to buy? I heard he wanted a specific one.
Luke: Why?
North    : We might buy it for him until he can actually afford it. So it doesn’t get bought before he gets his hands on it. 
North: I was going to try to get North to buy it for his birthday, but he might not want us to buy it for him.
Luke: You should get him an art kit. 
North: We’ll get him one of those, too. I don’t want his car to be sold before he gets to it. He seems to have one specific in mind. Please?
 
Luke took a while to respond. I’d finished my food and shared a bottle of water with Silas before he responded.
 
Luke: He wants some old car. Someone’s selling it in Hannahan. 
 
He gave us a street name. That was all he could get from him without Gabriel confronting him.
Gabriel wasn’t mad enough at Luke to not talk to him. My heart iced along the edges. So was he only mad at me?
I thanked him and showed North the messages.
North sighed. “That kid. I’m telling you. It’s some clunker of a car.”
“It’s what he wants,” I said.
“You're right, though. We should buy it before anyone else does. Maybe we can talk to the owner and get him to keep it so Gabriel can feel like he bought it on his own later.”
That solved one problem. “So then we get him an art kit for his birthday, and later he’ll be able to buy his car.”
“Maybe I’ll get him seatbelts for his new clunker.”
I smiled. “But how do we find it?”
“We’ll go to that street,” he said. “More than likely, it’s sitting on a lawn somewhere with a for sale sign on it.”
That sounded like a plan. It was also a random place to go after school, so we’d fulfill two jobs at once. 
“Then tonight we’ll go to a hotel?” I asked. “Can Gabriel go?”
“I don’t know what will happen,” North said. “If McCoy follows Gabriel with the phone, then we know it’s your phone he’s following. I bet it is.”
I didn’t like that thought, that he could follow my phone signal. I knew it was possible, but if Victor put in a preventative somehow to bounce the signals, then how was he able to bypass it?
“I might have to go without a cell phone,” I said. 
“It might be the solution for all of us,” he said. “At least while we’re still working this case. All this tech is our weakness. Too vulnerable.”
The bell rang. Silas picked up my book bag. I stood to follow him.
North tugged at my elbow before I could continue. “Hey,” he said. “Really. If you need to leave now to talk to me, we can do that.”
I thought about it and shook my head. “I can sit through one more class. There’s just a lot going on.” It was enough to know that soon I could talk to him. One more class wouldn’t hurt.
He nodded. “I’ll clear it with Dr. Green about missing his class. For gym, Nathan can take an excuse in for you and say you’re sick. We’ll sort it out.”
I was glad for that. I would be skipping school. I still wasn’t used to it, even when Mr. Blackbourne or Dr. Green gave me permission to do so. Maybe because they weren’t real teachers and we were all breaking the rules.



WHAT THE TEAM WANTS
 
 
Silas sat behind me when we got to class. My eyes stayed glued to the clock from the moment we settled in. Class was going to take forever.
Silas nudged me. “I get to hang out in the hotel room tonight with you, right?” he asked.
I smiled. “I guess,” I said. If I got a chance to talk with North prior to us going, I didn’t see it being a problem. I hoped a few of them might join us. It’d be safer if it were more than just two of us. I glanced around though, worried someone else would overhear hotel room and make assumptions. “Let’s not talk about it here.”
He beamed. “You’re my girlfriend. I’m allowed.” But he winked at me and then whispered. “Sorry.”
I smiled and then winked back. Girlfriend. I glanced at the other students, as if they could hear what I was thinking. I’d kissed Gabriel yesterday. And Victor. And this morning with Dr. Green…Sean…
I turned my head to hide my anguish. I let things happen with them because I’d been told to just let it happen. Mr. Blackbourne had encouraged it. In some way, I assumed they all knew this and that they all knew what they wanted. 
I’d been so naïve. Maybe he already knew the path we were going on and was quietly urging me to just let it happen. 
Should that change now? Should I tell Silas?
Joining their team depended on what Silas and the others wanted. I couldn’t control feelings, but I could get to know them more. Relationships started with becoming familiar with what people liked and disliked. You do nice things for the other person. If Mr. Blackbourne wanted me to work on my relationships with the boys, I’d have to be nice. To learn what they wanted. I’d have to become very aware of these things.
Kind of like discovering what kind of car Gabriel liked. If Mr. Blackbourne had a job in the Academy, and Kota was in charge of the team, maybe I could make myself in charge of figuring out what the team wanted, whether it was about me joining the Academy, or just in general.
When the bell rang and class started, ideas flowed. Could this be my job for the team? It was like Gabriel’s car. He wanted it, even if there was a chance he couldn’t get it in a normal situation. If I stepped in, I’d work with North to make arrangements to make sure Gabriel would get it and in the way he wanted.
I’d also make sure to know what they wanted from me, where they wanted me to be.
It excited me to think of it this way. I might have a purpose among them after all. It seemed the right thing to do. Mr. Blackbourne and the others thought about what they needed. They all had a job of some sort, didn’t they?
As I tried to work out the details, again I found it hard to concentrate on the quiz we were given and then the following lecture. This time for different reasons. I kept glancing at the clock. I wanted to get to North, to talk to Gabriel. Maybe Gabriel would cheer up after a good birthday. Maybe he’d get his car, we’d buy him an art set, and he’d be back to his regular self again. 
If it worked out, I could move on to the others. If I discovered what they wanted, they’d be on my side.
I’d even ask Silas what he wanted. It seemed like a good place to test out what I was thinking.
Luckily, the teacher had everyone partnering up for answering questions out of the textbook. The classroom became loud as people found partners and then moved chairs around to begin.
I turned in my seat, sitting on my knees in the chair to face Silas.
He had his book open and flipped it around to me. “Read them to me,” he said.
I read the first question quickly. He wrote it down and then followed up with an answer. He didn’t need to look it up. He simply answered it. I watched him for two questions and read him a third before I started. “How come I’m the one reading them and you always write them?” 
“It’s just faster,” he said. “I can read fine, but not as fast in English. And I know the material. It’s better if you read, and I write it out. Might not be the best penmanship, but it’ll get done sooner.”
“Have you taken this class before?” I asked, lowering my voice as the question could be misconstrued. “Like an Academy class?”
“I took one, yes. At a college,” he said. He finished up his answer, and looked up, waiting for the next question.
I read it off, so he could continue. “How did you take a biology class at a college without being out of high school yet?”
“You don’t have to graduate from high school, or even be a student at the university, to take the lectures,” he said. “You just ask the professor if it’ll be okay if you sit in his class. They’re usually pretty cool about it.”
“So you like going to school?” I asked.
He smiled, his olive complexion contrasting with his white teeth. “I like marine biology,” he said. “But they insisted I take a regular biology course like everyone else before I moved on.”
This was an interesting turn. “Sea animals?” I asked.
“I like anything to do with the ocean,” he said. “It might not be practical for Academy purposes, but...” He trailed off as he finished his sentence on the paper. When it was done, he looked up. “One day, I’d like to get a boat. Maybe a schooner.”
“North mentioned you wanted one,” I said. “What’s a schooner?”
“Think of a sailboat, but bigger. Many sails.” He pointed to the book. “Last question.”
I read it to him and he finished it up quickly. Others were still digging through the books for answers. For the sake of blending in, I flipped through my textbook. I didn’t want it to appear we cheated somehow. 
So he liked sailboats and wanted one. “Where do you find one of those?” I asked. I’d have to turn to North again for this one. And a boat might cost a lot of money. Where do you start?
He wrote our names on the page and placed it aside. “Probably on the internet,” he said. His eyebrows lifted. “Why? Are you interested in sailing?”
“I was just curious...I mean you’re interested. I just...want to know the things you’re interested in.” It was hard to explain my real intentions and his questioning made me realize this might not be as easy as I thought. I could tell North about a boat but would North know where to start? Where would we put it?
It wasn’t like I could simply give Silas a boat out of the blue. 
Deflated, I flipped pages in the textbook absently. “Silas? What...what do you do for...the group?” I asked. I wanted a second opinion about my idea.
“What do you mean?” He sounded off. His deep brown eyes were bright with curiosity, but he frowned. Had I offended him? 
I shook my head. “No, no. I mean...I was trying to understand everyone’s roles in the group. Like Kota’s sort of the leader, but not for the...” I glanced around. The noise level was pretty high since we’d been given permission to talk, but I still didn’t want anyone overhearing.
“Oh,” he said, smiling again. “Every group is different. You just do whatever you can to contribute. I know plumbing, for one. I help North with his construction and sometimes his cars, although I don’t have much interest in spark plugs and gas tank sizes.”
I understood what he was saying, but was trying to define it into a role. “So you and North are the...handy guys.” I couldn’t think of another term.
“Hardy Boys?” he asked. “You mean like the books?”
“No?” I wasn’t sure where he pulled that from. “Like a handyman. Someone who does the work around the house, a bit of everything. Plumbing, fixing...you fix things.”
He nodded slowly. “Handyman,” he said. “Oh. Maybe.”
Silas was Greek, but he spoke English so well, it was hard to remember he wasn’t born here. “I don’t think the word is used much these days,” I said. 
“Why not?” he asked. “You used it.”
I was getting off topic. “I just meant, your role in the group is a handyman. Like North.”
He grinned. “Sort of like the Hardy Boys. Yes. North and I are handy...guys. Men.”
“And Victor has computers.”
“Right.”
“And Gabriel has clothes?”
“And the art,” he said. “And sometimes the perfume. The cologne. He makes it.”
“You mean like mine?”
“Mine, too.” He reached out, holding his wrist to me.
I picked up his scent. “The ocean?”
He nodded. “I think he makes stuff for everyone. He usually gives them as gifts. He gave you that nice one, didn’t he?”
I nodded, although I didn’t have it on at the moment. “I didn’t realize he did that for everyone.”
“He does a lot of things,” Silas said. “We all do.”
“I was trying to figure out what I could do for the group. If I’m going to be part of it...”
“So you decided you wanted to be?” he asked.
I smiled, nodding, and waited for his response.
He beamed. “I was thinking about that,” he said. “I know I talked to you about it before. Maybe I was wrong to stand aside. I mean, I can’t make the decision for you. I am thinking if you join the team it’ll be...better.”
I let out a little sigh, glad he was happy about it. “I just need to make sure everyone else will be okay with it. Kota’s the one that doesn’t want me in, but Mr. Blackbourne said if I convince the others, he’d probably reconsider. I was thinking of where I’d fit in.”
“Don’t blame Kota,” Silas said. “He’s just worried it’ll be more dangerous for you. He feels that way about all of us. That’s his job. And the point isn’t where you fit in. The point is doing what you love and contributing that to the group.”
“You love sailboats,” I said. “And marine biology.”
“I’ve an interest in those. They also make me unique and able to do jobs outside of our own group. I don’t get many requests for marine biology, but I get plenty for boats. I get a lot of requests for construction and plumbing. It’s not just what you can contribute to your own family, or it doesn’t have to be.” He smiled at me. “Remember when you did that thing with Luke? The thing you weren’t supposed to?”
Breaking into a house to steal a camera? “Yeah?”
“I think that’s your job.”
“...Stealing?” I whispered.
He laughed. “I mean you’re supportive. I think you do all the jobs well. You’re like Nathan.”
“Huh?”
“Watch Nathan,” he said. “He can sit with Kota and talk science almost on his level. Then he can work out with North and I, and work on construction. He can handle Luke and Gabriel, and run around with them. He floats between our little subgroups and can join in on them. You’re like that. Just in a different way. Blending in.”
I wasn’t sure I could work out with North and Silas, but I did once help them clear out the church to turn it into the diner. It didn’t really give me a definitive role. “But if Nathan can do it, why have me do it?”
“Because you’re a girl,” he said. “That’s the one element we didn’t have before. There’s lots of jobs we can do, and in certain situations, there’s a role only a girl can fill. Without one in the group, we have to ask a girl group to loan us one on occasion. It’s better if we have one in the group already.”
“But the Academy doesn’t like it,” I said quietly.
He pursed his lips. His eyes agreed with me, but he didn’t want to say it.
Suddenly Gabriel’s cell phone buzzed in my chest. I checked behind me to make sure I wasn’t going to be spotted. The teacher was on the other side of the classroom, looking over a question for students.
I pulled the cell phone out. Silas put his arm in the way to give me cover.
 
Mr. Blackbourne: Mr. Morris wishes to speak with you in person after school. I’ll make arrangements for North and Kota to go with you.
 
I gritted my teeth. That would eat into plans to find Gabriel’s car and to talk to North.
“I don’t like him,” Silas said, pointing to Mr. Morris’s name in the message.
“Everyone says that,” I said quietly. I typed in a quick message to Mr. Blackbourne, agreeing to go. I was starting to understand why the boys would groan when their leisure time got cut short due to a spontaneous Academy issue.
“Probably because it’s the right feeling,” he said. “You should trust your gut instincts.”
“My gut says he’s just misunderstood,” I said. I looked up at him. “He’s mixed in with Mr. Hendricks.”
“It could make him dangerous,” he said. “He’s desperate enough to need to work with him. How far is he willing to go for him? That’s what you need to consider. Maybe he is misunderstood, but misunderstood can mean making choices you didn’t want to make. Intention is nice, but actions speak louder.”
I hadn’t thought of it that way. Mr. Morris might have a skewed vision of what was going on, too. He had Mr. Hendricks, and possibly Mr. McCoy, telling him things, lies. He might be a nice person, but if he’s on the wrong side, it’d make his actions reflect that.
I drifted back until I was sitting sideways in the chair. I massaged a knee, having sat on it for so long. 
Silas squinted as he gazed at me. “You look tired,” he said.
“I’ve got a lot going on.”
He reached out, placing a palm on my shoulder. It was a warm touch, soothing.
His gaze, the depths of his big brown eyes, held firm with mine. “We all do,” he said quietly. “If it’s ever too much, talk to Kota. Or me.”
I never wanted to admit to Kota if it was ever too much. It would be like telling him I wasn’t cut out to be in the Academy if I couldn’t keep up. That thought spurred more energy through me. I sat up. “I’ll be okay,” I said, offering a smile. 
He didn’t seem totally convinced, but he accepted my answer.
We talked briefly, but then the bell rang and I needed to go find North.
 



THE HUNT FOR A CAR
 
 
North was already in the hallway when Silas and I left biology. He shared a look with Silas; a silent conversation between them. Silas walked away quietly, leaving me with North.
“Ready?” North asked. He took my book bag from me, carrying it with his own.
I stuffed my hands into my pockets. “We have to meet with Mr. Morris.”
“Not until after school,” he said. “We’ve a couple hours.”
Relieved, I moved until I was walking beside him. “Good.”
“Don’t talk until we’re out of school,” he said. “Stay close.”
I followed him through the hallway. There were streams of students going in different directions. Some even went outside to the parking lot. 
North moved with them. I glanced around, wondering if teachers would notice. I looked for Mr. McCoy’s car, but the JROTC building was on the other side of the school, so he wouldn’t be able to see if we left that way.
North headed toward his black Jeep parked in the lot. He opened the passenger door for me first, and waited until I climbed in before closing the door. I still wasn’t used to them opening doors for me, but they all did it.
Once North was in and started up the car, I asked, “Won’t teachers know someone’s skipping school if we’re leaving?”
“Teachers and parents come and go all the time and some students have special permission to leave. It’s not like there’s security in the parking lot to stop us.” He clamped his hand on the headrest behind my head and looked out the back window as he backed up the Jeep. “And you’re where you are supposed to be, according to Dr. Green.”
I trusted him, I trusted Dr. Green. Still, it was like sneaking around with them in my old house, even knowing my stepmother wasn’t around. The creepy feeling of someone waiting to pounce on us and get us into trouble was there.
Once we were out of sight of the school, I settled into my seat more. My arms drifted over my stomach, folding the too big hoodie over myself for warmth. “Do you know where we’re going?”
“Hannahan,” he said. He pulled his phone from his pocket, and passed it to me. “I guess you’re the navigator. Start up the GPS. I already added the street name.”
There wasn’t much for me to do other than push a couple of buttons. GPS did the guiding. “How does this still work if Victor is bouncing the signal?”
“Something he rigged up,” he said. “Not sure. You’d have to ask him.”
At least Victor thought ahead just in case we did need the GPS. 
Still, a few minutes passed, and I was stuck as to what to tell North. Now that we were alone, I was nervous. 
“So?” he said. His dark, intense eyes focused on the road, making it easier to look at him. He’d stripped the faux jacket, leaving on the black T-shirt. It was tucked into the gray pants, the material strained tight against his midsection, giving a nice view of his torso. “What was so important you wanted to skip school to tell me?”
I drifted my gaze out the window, finding it easier to address the passing scenery. I wasn’t sure how much to tell him. “Gabriel isn’t talking to me at the moment. Or... at least he’s avoiding me. I think.”
“He’s supposed to avoid you,” he said.
“I mean, he was mad at Victor, and now when I text him, he’s very short.”
“He’s in the middle of shit,” he said. He looked over at me, his eyes a storm of questions. “What are you worried about? And how was he mad at Victor?”
There wasn’t much of a chance to talk around a subject when it came to North. My tongue wanted to freeze, because it felt wrong to say it out loud. I took in a deep breath, drawing in some courage. I needed to be honest. I needed an ally to help me with Gabriel. “I know about Lily,” I said. “I went to see her yesterday.”
The car was quiet for the longest time. He returned to watching the road. His arms were straight, hands clenching the steering wheel. The muscles in his arms bulked. “What...what did she say?” he finally said, his voice low.
I repeated the events, on up to leaving Lily’s house. 
“Hm,” he said, and then grunted. He sat back in his seat a little. “I didn’t think you’d find out so soon.”
“You didn’t want to tell me,” I said. It wasn’t a question, since it was obvious.
“It’s not easy to explain,” he said. “You’re not exactly telling everyone openly, either. You wanted to wait to be alone to talk about it.”
Touché. “But you’ve continued to talk with them? So you’ve had time to consider.”
“I’m not sure it’ll work,” he said. “It’s like Mr. Blackbourne says. We can’t control how people feel. And we’re sixteen.” He rolled his head back, his eyes squinting as he gazed out the front window. “But no matter how many ways I look at this, I can’t think of another way. I call to ask them things, sure I’ll find a reason why it won’t work. And there’s a million reasons why it won’t. But I don’t want it that way. Every other way just means we split up. It’s already too late for some of us.”
“I don’t really know what I’m doing,” I said quietly. “It wasn’t what I was expecting. I only meant to ask how to join the group without the Academy asking me to join with another team.”
“That’s what we were looking for,” he said. “What we found was Lily and her team.”
“That can’t be the only way,” I said. I liked what I saw with Lily, but the longer this went on, the more impossible it seemed. Maybe I hadn’t been in relationships, but I read books, and watched movies. What they had wasn’t normal. I remembered how vehemently some girls used to talk when they discovered a boy they liked was kissing someone else. Sometimes they hadn’t started going out with the boy yet, and still they became so jealous. I imagined boys had similar feelings. I was already jealous, thinking back to Dr. Green mentioning taking girls to see the babies, when he’d really meant the nurses and old women. It’s not like I could stop them if they wanted to date someone. I had no right to ask. “Mr. Blackbourne said it might not end up exactly like that.”
“Nothing is ever exactly how we think it’ll end up,” he said. His big hands twisted around the wheel, his knuckles near white with how tightly he was holding it. “You don’t seem too messed up about the idea. You’re just not sure how it’ll work.”
I bit my lower lip and pressed myself against the back of the seat. “It feels selfish. I can’t imagine how you feel.”
“Don’t get me wrong,” he said. He sliced his intense eyes my way for a full couple of seconds. “If I got a hint of any of them trying to take you for themselves, I’d be the first one pulling you back to me.” He grunted, shook his head, and then refocused on the road. “Sorry,” he said. “That’s wrong. I wouldn’t drag you around like a caveman.” He made a face and then smacked the steering wheel. “This shit makes me feel like one sometimes, though. Like I can just drag you off and expect you to be happy with just you and me.”
I was flattered and warmed at the thought that he wanted me to where he was willing to fight off the others to keep me for himself. Suddenly, I smiled. “Funny how we’re trying very hard to make everyone else happy.”
He sighed. “Part of what makes us Academy. We’re not in it for ourselves. Look, what do you want? That’s what I want to know.”
I was going to start with explanations and excuses. I wanted to say things Mr. Blackbourne said, that Lily said. I swallowed them back. This was North; I could be blunt. “At first, I wanted just to feel like I belonged in the group. I was told to stick close to everyone. So I did.” I sat back, gazing out the side window. “I feel guilty about it, but I do like what Lily has. A cozy home with everyone she cares about around her. But I couldn’t ask anyone to do that. It feels horrible bringing it up.”
“Lily didn’t ask. The guys did, once they realized she cared a lot about them, and they cared about her. Mr. Blackbourne and I were actually hoping to figure out how the others felt about it and get them either on our side or not, before you found out.”
I was quiet for a long moment, watching the scenery. I was trying to envision Lily being approached by four guys she probably really cared about and discovering they preferred to stay together with her. I really was envious then. Maybe it would have been easier to handle if everyone agreed and had done the same. Lily said she’d made a lot of mistakes, too, though. Life never turns out how you pictured.
“I can’t predict the future,” North said. “Maybe you’ll get tired of us all and kick us all out.”
“North—”
“I’m just saying we’re all making choices.” He stabbed his finger at the dashboard. “All I know is, when I talk to Victor about it, he’s torn at the idea of keeping you here with us or taking you with him. If you chose to stay with us, he’d stay with you here. I’m the same way. It sounds crazy, but I’d actually prefer if we stayed together.”
“You don’t want to drag me to a cave?” I asked quietly with a small smile.
“Shut up,” he said, “or I’ll go find one to drag you into. We want to stay together as a group, and we want you in the group. This is our fault, really. Not yours.”
“It’s my fault,” I said. “I bumped into Kota, and the next thing I know, you all kept trying to help me...”
“You needed it,” he said. “But we could have called in other Academy members. You could have even been out of this school and with a girl team by now.”
Internally, I shivered at the thought. I really disliked the idea of joining a girl team. I wasn’t sure why. I grew intensely uncomfortable thinking the only way to join the Academy might be on a girl team. I blamed it on being overly fond and biased about my own team. “We can’t go on what if scenarios,” I said, repeating what Mr. Blackbourne had said.
North nodded. He turned the car off the interstate and headed onto a ramp marked Hannahan. “So we’re on the same page? We’ll work at this as long as everyone is onboard?”
“I want to make sure everyone’s happy with it,” I said. “It feels wrong for me to ask it of anyone. Gabriel seemed fine until we went to Lily’s. At first I thought he was okay. Suddenly, he’s envious of Victor and then he’s all quiet. I’ve tried to talk to him, but he’s ignoring me.”
“Look,” he said. “Right now he’s busy trying to save your ass. So he’s got your cell phone, running around with it, looking over his shoulder. It might be he doesn’t have the time to talk. And that was a lot to consider, having all that suddenly thrown at him.”
“I’d feel better if I could talk to him,” I said. “I think if I can get him on my side, he can help me convince the others.”
North nodded. “Victor’s on board. Silas...I’m not sure where he stands.”
“He knows?” I asked, surprised. He didn’t mention it at all, but then they’d been trying to keep it a secret.
“He does,” North said. “Sort of. He needs to talk with Mr. Blackbourne about it, but he’s hesitating. I think he’s waiting it out to see where everyone else is. I think he’s okay with you being with me, and some of the others, but not everyone. Maybe he’s worried they’ll drag you off to a cave somewhere when he isn’t looking.”
I smiled at that. The complicated mess ahead of us seemed daunting, but North was a strong advocate to have. “If you work with Silas, I’ll work with Gabriel?”
“That sounds like a plan,” he said. 
I breathed out slowly. “You know, I’m still not sure exactly how this will work out. Even if I like the idea, what are we doing?”
“At this point, I just think we need to all be aware of the plan, but do it in steps. If we can get everyone on the same page, then we’ll figure out the details.” He shrugged. “If we try to plan too far ahead at this point, it’s doing it without the others, and we need everyone on the same page before we start taking it to the next step.
That sounded reasonable. This wasn’t going to be an instance where a guy asks a girl out, she says yes, and then they’re together. 
I held on to the thought that all relationships were complicated and needed work. More than one step at a time, it would be overwhelming. 
The GPS on the phone started giving more directions the closer we got to the neighborhood. Soon, we ended up on a narrow street in the middle of a small subdivision.
We found the right road and North slowed the Jeep down. I scanned the area for Gabriel’s car.
There were two cars parked in yards along the street. Only one had a for sale sign. It was a rusty two-door Buick, like the muscle cars I’d seen on television. I grimaced at the sight of it. It desperately needed new paint, and there was a wheel missing on the back. 
North groaned the moment he saw it. “Fuck,” he said. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He stopped the car in the middle of the street, and hopped out, moving right to the Buick. He’d left the Jeep running, door open wide. 
My heart skipped. I checked behind us to be sure we weren’t blocking the road for anyone, and then hopped out of the Jeep to join him.
I stood beside North on the side of the road, checking out the old rusty car. A back window was cracked. The muffler was on the ground under the trunk. The longer I looked at it, the more I was sure it was simply a broken, beat up old car. “It doesn’t look like it really drives,” I said. “Are we sure this is the one?”
He looked up the road. “There’s that old truck on a lawn a few doors down. Something tells me that isn’t it, though.” He sighed, putting his hands on his hips, and glared at the car. “I didn’t know Gabriel was into muscle cars.”
“He never talked about it with anyone,” I said. “Luke had to drag out the street name, but wouldn’t tell him what it was.”
North moved to the car, checking out the inside. “Mold everywhere.” He moved to get down on the ground, doing a pushup move to check the broken wheel and under the body. “The bottom’s rusted. Might still be salvageable.” He stood up, pressing a palm to his forehead. “Baby, we need to ask him straight.”
“What about?” I asked.
“Look, this thing is maybe a couple thousand dollars at most. It’s in terrible disrepair. It’s been sitting outside in the elements for who knows how long. They’d sell it cheap. He’d have the money by now if he really wanted it. I don’t think this is it.”
“He said it was on this street.”
“This isn’t Gabriel, though,” he said. He gestured toward the hood. “A muscle car? A rusted out piece of shit that hasn’t been off this yard in years? No. That doesn’t sound like him.”
“He might like it,” I said. “Maybe with new paint. Maybe he wanted an old one he could paint.”
“But he’d have to get it fixed up to drive it. He’s never shown an ounce of interest in working on cars before.” He pointed to the Buick. “Maybe I’m wrong, but we need to double check. If I know anything about Gabriel, this isn’t it.”
I glanced up and down the road. I didn’t see any other cars that looked like they might be for sale. Most cars that were in view were parked up close to the garage, looking owned by whoever lived there. “Maybe you’re right.” It was hard to imagine Gabriel wanting to fix up a car. Paint it, yes, I could see, but if he wanted some car as a rite of passage, would it be something he’d have to get North to help him with? 
Still, I was reluctant to move on. The answer was on this street somewhere. “Can we drive through the street again?” I asked.
North nodded. We got back into the Jeep, and started to move up and down the street again. North checked on the truck that was parked near the road, but he said it looked like someone still used it. There was a cup in the cup holder. Someone had just parked it in the yard.
Nothing else looked for sale. “Maybe he made his deal,” I said. “Maybe he’s making payments? That’s why there’s not a for sale sign. He’s buying it already. They just keep it off the road.”
North groaned. “Yeah, that sounds like him. He won’t tell me until it’s too late.” He pulled the Jeep around and started out. “Sorry, Baby. I know you wanted to get it for his birthday, but he’s already taking care of it. You’ll have to trust him to get what he wants on his own.”
I nodded, frowning. I should have been happy we didn’t have to worry about securing his car for him. I don’t know why, but I was disappointed. Again, I felt discouraged, like when I had discovered what Silas wanted, and realized making it happen was more than what I could do. I wrapped my arms around my stomach, curling up. 
“Don’t look like that,” North said. “It’s a sweet thought. He’d appreciate it, but it just didn’t work out. He’ll be happy with something else. We’ll buy him some more paint and brushes and he’ll love it.”
“Luke said to get him an art set,” I said, still disappointed, but unable to express it to North. It sounded stupid. I wanted to find out what they all wanted and give it to them? I couldn’t even find the car Gabriel wanted. 
North reached out, grabbing my hand while he drove. He rested our hands on the armrest between us. “Listen, Sang Baby,” he said. “We’ll get him whatever you want to get him, okay? Just don’t look like that.”
I pressed my lips together, trying to push back looking sad. I changed the subject. “Now we have to go meet Kota and Mr. Morris?”
“We’ve got some time to kill,” he said.
He pulled into a fast food place near the school. He bought us both grilled chicken sandwiches and waters. He said he wasn’t sure how long meeting Mr. Morris would take, and we should eat a bit now before we got caught up in something. We sat in the car, eating quietly. 
“You didn’t eat much at lunch,” he said. 
Once I was finished eating, I sat back, watching people filter in and out of the restaurant and driving by. 
North claimed my hand again, holding onto it. At first, he was sitting back, waiting, like he was going to take a nap.
I was thinking about if I should send a text to Gabriel, about how to talk to Lily when I was nervous to call her. Absently, I started rubbing my thumb just inside North’s palm.
I didn’t realize I was doing it until North squeezed my hand tighter and then sat up straight. “Stop.”
I was confused for a moment, and then started to pull my hand away.
“No,” he said, as he clamped down tighter on my hand to still it. “It tickled.”
Somehow North and tickle didn’t work together. I relaxed my hand, letting him hold onto it. “North?”
“Hm?”
I hesitated, not sure where to start at first. “Thanks,” I said. “For helping me with Gabriel’s car thing.”
“No problem.”
 



SANG THE TARGET 
 
 
North eventually followed directions to the café we were supposed to meet Mr. Morris at. He circled the block a few times before he pulled in. “There’s probably people nearby. He won’t come alone. I need to know the neighborhood in case we need to make an escape from him.”
“He should be looking over his own shoulder,” I said, thinking of Mr. Hendricks and Mr. McCoy. “He’s in more trouble than he probably realizes.”
North smirked. “You should tell him that.”
The café was small and served only a few baked sweets and a variety of coffee. Mr. Morris sat outside at a patio table amid other people. Plenty of chances for us to be observed by the public. Plenty of places for anyone to blend in among them and watch us.
“Can’t really blame him,” North said. “We’re the enemy making contact.”
It was hard to imagine us being an enemy of Mr. Morris. If it wasn’t for Mr. Hendricks, we’d all be at home right now, doing homework, taking time off with family. I tried to envision Mr. Morris, and what his home life was like. He probably didn’t enjoy having to take time out to talk with us.
North and I got out of the Jeep. North pointed out Kota inside the cafe door. 
“Stay close,” North said. “Kota will approach him first.”
I stood by with North, out of sight of Mr. Morris. Kota left the inside of the cafe, and walked over to Mr. Morris. Mr. Morris lifted his head, said a few things. His eyebrows shifted, and he scanned the area. He didn’t appear happy to see Kota without me.
Kota motioned to us. We stepped out from around the Jeep. North walked beside me.
At the table, I met Kota and sat with him. North sat at a table behind us, nearby but alone. He acted as a lookout. When a waitress arrived, he ordered a single coffee.
Mr. Morris looked cross as I sat down. “I expected you to bring one of them, not the whole team.”
“They’re just protective,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic.
“What for?” he asked, eyeballing Kota and then his gaze settled behind me to where North was sitting.
Kota waved a hand at him. “Listen, we’re not here to hurt anyone.”
“I’m not even supposed to talk to you all,” he said. “Mr. Hendricks said to keep an eye on your people, but all this running around... It’s stupid. A waste of time.” Mr. Morris shook his head and bent over his coffee, glaring at it. “I can’t even transfer to another school. He’s got me by the balls now.”
“How?” I asked, sensing this was more than just money problems.
Mr. Morris’s jaw clenched. “I can’t talk about it.”
I shared a glance with Kota. Mr. Morris was in trouble. Mr. Hendricks might be blackmailing him. I had to wonder what Mr. Morris had done to deserve it.
Kota peeled his eyes away from me to study Mr. Morris. “I don’t know what he’s up to, but you really should consider backing out as much as possible.”
“I can’t,” Mr. Morris said.
“The only reason he’s threatening you is because he’s got something worse going on that he doesn’t want discovered,” Kota said.
Mr. Morris stilled at this and then lifted his head up. “I didn’t think about that.”
“The question is, what would you rather go down for?” Kota asked. “Whatever it is, his is probably much worse.”
Mr. Morris shook his head and then gazed out to the parking lot. “He’s not even clear on what he wants. One minute, he’s saying to follow you. The next, he wants Sang followed every minute. It’s a wild goose chase.”
“Why does he want her followed?” Kota asked.
“It was after Mr. McCoy showed back up.” He turned his head and squinted his dark eyes at me. “Did you really attack him in the girls’ locker room?”
My eyes opened wide. “He...I mean...” I fumbled, shaking. 
“He said he confronted you with questions about someone stealing from students and the next thing he knows, you’re trying to get around him to run off. Then he tries to stop you, and you attack him.” He looked over at Kota. “Says he woke up with someone dragging him off and he bolted.”
A lightning strike couldn’t have rattled me harder. I was stuck to the chair, trying to recall that day, my memory fuzzy. So much had happened since. I couldn’t help but feel perhaps I did strike first. Maybe technically I had. He came after me, and I crash into him to defend myself. The situation...Mr. McCoy...From his perspective, maybe he was trying to pull me to the principal’s office and I was fighting him off like a wild animal? 
I clamped a hand over my heart, looking over at Kota. Suddenly I was questioning that day, my own terrified thoughts of Mr. McCoy in that shower room. Had I somehow overreacted? Maybe after what my stepmother had done to me in the shower, and the fact that we’d been in the shower area changed my perspective of what Mr. McCoy had intended.
Still, he had been trying to drag me off somewhere. I had been uncomfortable and tried to leave and he wouldn’t let me. He knocked me down. I didn’t think I’d done the wrong thing. I was trying to survive. It would have been different if someone else was there, another teacher maybe.
“He came after her,” Kota said calmly, focusing on Mr. Morris. He spoke clearly, his voice powerful and even. My wild thoughts stilled until all I heard was his voice. “He cornered her in the shower room after everyone else had left. He made sure to isolate her and then when she felt uncomfortable and asked to leave, he stopped her.” He motioned to me. “She hadn’t stolen anything, and even if she needed to be interviewed about it, he purposefully made sure everyone else had gone, that the coaches had left and had forgotten about her. It was no wonder she reacted.”
“How do you know?” Mr. Morris said, an eyebrow raised. “How do you know what happened?”
“Interviews after,” he said. “I asked the coaches, who said they didn’t remember Sang joining them and then were left wondering where she went after they’d interviewed everyone else. McCoy had the list of students. He rattled off the names, purposefully skipping her. At the end, he said that was everyone and dismissed them.” Kota stabbed a forefinger at the table. “He was making sure she was alone in that locker room. I don’t know about you, but if he wanted to confront a thief like that, he could have done the routine with everyone else present. That wasn’t what he was doing.”
My heart lifted, reassured now that Kota had said something. I wanted to reach out, to hold his arm or something. I was rattled now, though, unsure of what to say or think. Suddenly, I was exhausted, like I’d just relieved that experience again. I shivered, willing this to be over.
Mr. Morris pursed his lips, nodding. He picked up his cup and spoke instead of drinking. “It sounded fishy,” he said. “Still, he has most people believing she attacked him and that she’s really crazy.”
“The point is,” Kota said, “he’s got you chasing her around while Mr. Hendricks is doing something worse. You look like you’re involved working with him.”
“How do you know what he’s doing?” Mr. Morris asked.
“He’s working this hard for nothing?” Kota asked. “He’s got teachers spying on ordinary students. He’s gone so far as to have people chase us around to make sure we’re not watching him. That means he’s got something worth paying attention to.”
Mr. Morris nodded slowly. “He’s waiting for me to tell him things. Like where this Academy is. He keeps saying if I find it, he’ll back off.”
Kota looked back at North and then at Mr. Morris. “We could give you a location, but he won’t find much. It’ll be a lot like chasing us around.” 
My eyes widened. A location? For the Academy? Where?
Mr. Morris sat up at this, looking excited. “Maybe he’ll let me off the hook.”
“More than likely, he’ll ask you to go scout it out. He’ll probably have the others checking it out, too.” Kota again pointed at the table. “That’s fine, but you need to watch your back.”
 “No kidding,” Mr. Morris said. He put his coffee cup down. He picked up a napkin and slid it over. “Write down the address. I’ll check it out first.”
“It’s just a school,” Kota said plainly. He took out a pen from the bag next to him and wrote down an address.
I peeked over his shoulder, noting the address was in Charleston. I glanced at Kota. Was he serious? I thought... 
The longer I looked at Kota, the more I realized this had to be a trick. For so long, we had Mr. Hendricks scouting around, asking me and others for a school location. They gave him nothing. Now he was just passing it over to Mr. Morris? 
I spoke up. “Don’t give it to him too soon. Makes sure he lets you off the hook. And be careful how you tell him.”
Kota smiled. “She’s right. He’ll wonder why we so easily gave it to you. The truth is, we didn’t really want him hanging around at school, putting his people there. Now we’re wondering if we gave him something else to chase, if he’d stop following us everywhere. Maybe we were being overprotective. We didn’t want to involve other students.”
Mr. Morris glanced at the street address and nodded. “True. I’ll tell him I eventually followed one of you to this location. I’ll check it out for a couple of weeks and then confirm that this is the place.”
“He’ll probably ask you to continue, at least until we’re out of his hair,” Kota said. “But even if we left, you wouldn’t be out of the woods.”
“What can I do?” Mr. Morris asked. 
“Contingency plan,” Kota said. “Find another job. Tell him after you tell him about where the school is. Or hold it over his head until he lets you go.”
Mr. Morris shook his head. “I can’t. No one is hiring teachers right now.”
“Do you really want to be a teacher?” Kota asked. “At a high school?”
Mr. Morris’s lips tightened. His dark eyes fixed on his now empty cup. He fiddled with the cup, turning it on the table slowly. “It’s not what I thought it would be.”
“There’s more places to teach things than in a high school,” Kota said. “Your teaching certificates qualify you to other jobs.”
Mr. Morris snorted. “What?”
“Did you know the local CPR instructor in Charleston earns more per year than you do?” Kota asked. “I’m assuming, as I asked a couple other teachers what they were making, and the number was lower.”
Mr. Morris’s eyebrows shot up. “A CPR instructor?”
“And the first aid instructor is a bit more,” he said. “They get paid per class, but there’s a lot of classes going on with the fire departments, the colleges, the hospitals. Everyone has to do renewals every few years. Even our school has an instructor come in once in a while for refresher classes. And who would make a better CPR instructor than a person who not only has the skillset and the certification, but is also a certified teacher?”
Mr. Morris pressed his lips together again. He didn’t say anything, but he was clearly considering these options.
The corner of Kota’s mouth lifted. Were we really winning this one? “It may not be your thing, but it’s an out. I’m sure there’s many more options. Take the training course that’s a few weeks, but after that, there’s a weekly paycheck as long as people need to take the class.”
Mr. Morris nodded, but said nothing.
It was impossible to tell what he was thinking. I glanced at Kota, wondering about his motives. 
Kota sighed. “I just need to know one thing. Why does Mr. McCoy want her followed?”
“He’s doing it on his own,” Mr. Morris said. “He thinks you’re all dangerous. Even her. Especially her. He rants about her. I think he suspects she’ll attack someone else, so he’s waiting to witness it. Doesn’t make much sense to me.” He jerked his head in my direction and then looked at me. “I’d watch out for him.”
“He’s been able to find her,” Kota said. “We thought he was tracking her cell phone.”
“I’m not sure,” he said. “I get told to follow you,” he pointed at Kota, “and he’s got other people after Blackbourne and Green. Occasionally he has us follow anyone who looks like they’re up to something. Only you all just stay at home all day. The only time you do anything interesting is at school, and usually it’s skipping classes because he’s asked for you, or there’s a fight you’re managing.”
“Our job,” Kota said. “We were asked to monitor teachers stopping fights and make security suggestions.”
Mr. Morris rolled his eyes. “That’s stupid.”
“The teachers aren’t doing it,” Kota said. He put his pen back in his pocket. “Anything else?”
“Yeah,” he said. He pointed at me. “Hendricks has been asking us to report back who is where. He likes for us to keep track of where everyone goes every day. Since you all like to stay together often, it’s easy. I’m thinking he tells McCoy who you are with and where they take you.”
I perked up at that. “So he is being told where I might be, but then he’s got to find me somehow. You all don’t have a visual on me at all times.”
“Sometimes we know where you aren’t,” he said. “If you aren’t with him,” he pointed to Kota, “or him,” he pointed to North behind me. “Then you are probably with one of the other ones. It doesn’t take rocket science to follow you. There’s only what, eight people you’ll likely be around?”
“Nine,” Kota said quietly.
“Right,” Mr. Morris said. “Still, all one has to do is find out where you’re not. Then they just follow the other ones until they figure out who you’re with.” He stood up, dropping a five-dollar bill on the table. “Thanks for the tip, but you really should consider just going off on your own once in a while. You’ll be harder to trace.”
I bit my lip, nodding and keeping my eyes down as he moved around the table and left.
Kota and I sat quietly together. North moved to our table, sitting across from me. We were quiet, sitting together, absorbing the new information. 
McCoy was after me. He might simply be using the process of elimination. While the phone GPS might still be an issue, it wouldn’t take long with him looking out for me before he could figure out where I was.
“We should...” North started to say.
Kota shook his head. He held a finger to his lips. He wanted to talk. Not here.
I stood up and while the boys started walking away, I was wondering who I needed to go with, until Kota flexed his finger at me, encouraging me to follow him.
North glanced at Kota, his eyebrows shifting and his mouth opened to say something. One look from Kota and he closed it promptly and walked off toward his Jeep. 



WHAT KOTA WANTS
 
 
I followed Kota to his old green sedan parked at the far edge of the lot. He opened up the door for me and I slid in, unlocking his door for him. 
Kota got in and started the car. I settled into my seat, willing my heart to slow down.
“Hang in there, Sang,” Kota said gently. When he was stopped at a red light, he reached out for my hand, squeezing it.
I stared at his hand. It felt like a long time since I’d last touched him. I hadn’t been alone with him for a while. I squeezed back to assure him I’d be okay.
He released me to continue driving. Kota kept both hands on the wheel and always wore his seatbelt. He was normal, in a way. I imagined he was thinking up ways to circumvent McCoy’s plans.
What would he think of Lily and that whole idea? My nerves rattled. It was different with Dr. Green and North and the others, people who already knew. I’d taken a chance on Dr. Green. Who didn’t know now? I thought about it, and Kota was the only one left who wasn’t at least aware. Maybe Nathan? 
The thought of Nathan made me question if it would really work. I couldn’t see Nathan being okay with what Lily had. He’d mentioned running off with me already. 
But there were other important issues surrounding us, making me feel guilty worrying about the boys and what I’d learned from Lily. McCoy was hunting me. No matter what, we had to get out from under the current threat. Safety above everything else.
Although, the boys seemed to be creating a plan to end it and get info on Hendricks. 
I couldn’t help but daydream a bit. What would it be like if I took up Victor’s idea on running away from it until it all settled down? This latest information told me if I wasn’t here, they would have one less person to worry about and they could focus.
I couldn’t talk myself into it. The others would have to stay behind to deal with the mess. I was in the middle of it now. Dropping out meant I’d be running away and leaving them to deal with it alone. Not to mention if my father found out, or the police. They’d have to answer to it, while Victor and I were off safe somewhere else.
Too bad we all couldn’t go.
I fiddled with the folds of the hoodie I was wearing. The problems piled up around us. Kota wasn’t aware of some of them. It might be better if he was left in the dark. Maybe I shouldn’t have followed Gabriel and Luke to Lily’s. Not knowing right now might be better. How could I have known? 
“Something on your mind?” Kota asked.
“Hm?” I said, not meaning to. It was hard to pull myself out of my deep thoughts. My heart picked up, my pulse quickening. I hoped he couldn’t read my mind somehow and know what I was thinking.
“If you’re worried about McCoy,” Kota said, “you shouldn’t. Maybe he’s simply calling the others, seeing where you’re not, and then using the process of elimination to figure out where you might be. Mr. Morris is right, you can only be in so many spots around us, either at home, the diner or school.”
This was the problem I needed to get out of the way. I couldn’t work on the other until this was finished. I sat up, looking out of the car at the city surrounding us. “Mr. Morris said I should go off on my own if I wanted to surprise him.”
“No,” Kota said. “Not that. If you had a cell phone, he could still be tracing it. If you don’t carry one, you’ve got no ability to communicate and no backup. Going without anyone isn’t an option, either, phone or not.” He sighed. “Going with someone else, someone not in our group, that might be a possibility.”
I gritted my teeth. “Someone else in the Academy?” I asked.
“Maybe,” he said quietly.
Did he know what that meant? What if it was one of the girls? “I don’t really want to.”
“Let’s find out if they can trace you tonight,” he said. He glanced into his side mirror. “Right now, I’ve got people following me.”
I looked back, spotting several cars. I couldn’t figure out which one he was talking about. “We do?”
“He had other people watching him at the coffee shop. It’s no surprise he had backup. So whoever was following him, they have people following us.”
“Why did you give him the address?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Would you rather them chase us or watch a building?”
I wasn’t sure there was a right answer. It felt wrong to give up anything that belonged to the Academy. “Maybe they’ll do both.”
“Maybe,” he said. “But he can only stretch his people so far. And he can only bring in so many would-be spies before someone starts to notice. The more people behind a conspiracy, the more people will talk. People are the weakest link.”
“Is that the plan? Give them a lot of false leads to chase?”
“We’re doing everything we can to see where Hendricks slips up. We’ll pull people off his team. Distract the superintendent.”
“You mentioned another job to Mr. Morris.”
“If Mr. Morris is being hounded by Hendricks about something and money was that big of a deal, he should find a nice surprise when he looks up a CPR instructor job either in the newspaper or on the Internet.” Kota grinned. “Something he’s already had training for, and for which he actually qualifies, given his background.”
My mouth opened. “You knew?”
“Yup,” he said. He looked at me, his green eye flashing as he smiled. “Sang, we don’t do dangerous work all the time. Sometime it’s just a little bit of research, and giving the right push to get people to go where they are better suited. If he does look for a CPR job, he’ll find one is open, and his application will get put on the top of a list. Once he’s out of the picture, Mr. Hendricks will have to find someone else. He won’t be able to keep up as we pull his team members out. He’ll become unstable. Unstable means mistakes.”
I sat back, considering. “It doesn’t stop Mr. Hendricks from doing whatever he’s doing.”
“We’re close, Sang,” he said. “But it may take the rest of the year for it to work. We’ve got our eyes and ears out, though. Our only goal now is to not use up too many resources to finish the job.”
“Like calling in other people to stay by me?” I asked quietly.
He fell silent.
Kota drove through different neighborhoods, backtracking. He was trying to lose our tail. We passed the same house three times before he spoke again.
“We’re close,” he said finally, “but we aren’t done yet. And until then, we’ll be followed. I wish we didn’t have to let McCoy run around looking for you, but he’s our best loose cannon right now. He’s not aware he’s being watched; he’s so busy hunting us. If we’re careful, if we stay with other people, move how we should, he’ll mess up somewhere. He’ll get frustrated, take it out on Hendricks, and then Hendricks might panic and make a move. A move we’ll be watching.”
“So, we just lure him around until then?”
He nodded. “The moment this is over, the Academy will swoop in and take care of McCoy.”
“They’ll call the police?” I asked.
Kota clenched the wheel a little tighter. “That’s what should happen, but...to be honest, it might not.”
My eyes widened. “What will happen?”
He glanced over at me. “We’re trying to keep you out of the police system. You know that, right?”
I nodded.
“Part of that reason is for the Academy.” He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “I know you’re interested in joining.”
I sat up, eager. He might not know about Lily’s plan, but maybe I could at least convince him about joining the Academy. We could work on the other part later. “Yes, I know I could—”
“Sang,” he said quickly. “I know you do, but it’s more complicated than you probably think it is. I’m not even allowed to say.”
We’d started this conversation before. He’d said it wasn’t because of other girls. He’d mentioned it was dangerous. “I know it’s dangerous, but you said not everything is dangerous.”
“Girls are used more, and called out to help in more dangerous situations. You wouldn’t say no.” He sighed. “And also, because you’re a girl, you’d get called out more often.”
“Huh?” I asked. 
“There’s so much you don’t know,” he said. He tilted his head and looked at me. “Sang, if you join the Academy, the Academy will have you working so much because there’s such a shortage of girls. If you think you’re busy now, wait until you’re in the Academy. If you’re with me or not, they’ll ask you out on unusual missions only a girl can do. Especially you.”
“Why me?” I asked. “Just because I’m a girl?”
“Because of certain things about you.” He pressed his lips together. “I can’t tell you. But you’re special in different ways, in ways they are particularly interested in. You’d be very valuable to them. Plus you’ve just got this big heart...” He sighed. “It’s complicated. And this is coming from someone who reads physics books for fun.”
I started to smile. Kota was almost making a joke about himself. “I heard there’s the risk that if I join, I’d more than likely be asked to join another team.”
Kota’s lips pursed. Silence filled the car. I waited, but he didn’t want to talk about it.
I thought about what to say and tried to put it as delicately as I could without giving away what I knew. Mr. Blackbourne and the others were right. We had to consider our actions and who we told when very carefully. “Kota,” I said quietly. “I want you to know, no matter what, I want to be in the team, and I want to keep the team together.”
“Sang,” he said.
I reached out and held his arm. He was driving, but I wanted him to hear me out. “I’m serious,” I said. “And if that means that I’m always...like I am now. If it means I can’t join the Academy at all, I’d rather not join than be in it and be broken up.”
His eyes widened. He tore his eyes from the road, slowing his driving. “You want to join, though?”
“I want to join because you’re there,” I said. “I want to be part of the group. But if joining means splitting the team up, that I’d be away from you, I don’t want to join.” I meant it. I was interested, but not at the expense of being away from all of them. Every time I thought of joining another team, the feeling was simply despair at being away from them. It made me think joining another team would be the wrong choice. “I know it’s dangerous. I know you worry. I’d still join. But if the best way to stay with you is to not join the Academy, I’ll do my best to remain on the outside of it. I mean if I can help in any way, I’ll try like I do now, but if that’s as far as I can go, then I’ll have to accept that.”
Kota sighed. His lips tightened, his eyes gazing out, watching the road, thinking. 
Finally, he spoke. “I was thinking,” he said. “After this year, if you’re interested, maybe you’d take an advanced test, graduating early from high school. I could help you get into college, if you wanted. Or maybe you’d want to do something like an internship. It’s how we do it at the Academy. I don’t know what sort of job...but you don’t really need to have one if you want. I... I’d help. We could find a house you liked. Something small. I don’t know why, I guess I just pictured you’d like a quaint little house. I’d take care of most of it.”
The more he spoke, the more animated he got, like he was getting more excited about his ideas.
My cheeks radiated with heat. “Live together?” I asked. He hadn’t said it out loud, but I got he was hinting at that. I breathed slowly, absorbing this. Somehow, it felt like he’d been thinking of this for a while. To test this, I tried another question from a different angle. “Do you like small houses?”
His lips lifted into a smile. “I was reading on these compact homes. Some they built out of shipping containers. Very practical about space. They’re small spaces. I was thinking it’d be nice with a small yard. Cozy. You like cozy areas, I’ve noticed.”
My mouth opened up. I couldn’t express the words. I had no idea what type of house I liked, because I hadn’t thought of having one before. I was just trying to survive high school. Kota had been thinking of buying a house for me at the end of the year. 
We hadn’t even really kissed yet.
It made a little sense, though. He was thinking ahead. Where would I live once I was out of high school? Maybe it wasn’t possible to live in Nathan’s house forever. He’d eventually move out of his mom’s house. He was thinking of things I hadn’t considered yet.
My heart melted a lot. Excitement zipped through me as I imagined his vision. It wasn’t what I’d pictured. Then I realized I’d been picturing Lily’s house and situation, and in essence, I had been thinking along the same lines. Even though I hadn’t kissed him yet, I still included him in the scenario. My daydreams involved who would be there, not what the house looked like. Again, testing his thoughts, I went on, “If we got something a little out of the way, maybe in the woods, maybe away from other people...”
“That could happen,” Kota said, sitting up more in the driver’s seat. His face lifted. “You’d like a cabin?”
“I was just thinking, if we had a plot of land and filled it with small homes...”
“We could rent them out?” he asked.
“We could...” I said, smiling at his drifting thoughts. “Or maybe even, if you’re okay with it, have some of the others living nearby. Like Nathan and Luke and...”
He blinked repeatedly. “Oh?”
Maybe that wasn’t what he’d pictured. I tried, delicately, to fix it. “I mean, you’ll still be part of the family, right?”
“Yeah,” he said slowly. 
“I don’t know,” I said, letting it sound like a passing thought. “I guess I’m used to the others being close by. Wouldn’t it be easier—if you’re still working with them in the Academy—to have them close enough so you could walk over? Or they can come over whenever?” That sounded better. Like he was living with me, and they were just neighbors. For now.
“Oh,” he said. He seemed to perk back up at this. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I couldn’t imagine Victor wanting to live in a small house. He wouldn’t be able to fit his piano in.”
“Maybe,” I said, going with his thoughts. “Or we’d have to get him a second shipping container. Oh well. I guess at some point we’d figure it out.”
He nodded, although he seemed happier than before. “If we’re still a team, they’ll be around all the time anyway. We just need to get through this school year.”
If we managed to survive. At the same time, I was grateful. It might take a while to convince Kota of the new plan. The concept was a hard one to swallow. I hadn’t fully absorbed the thought either.
I felt bad not telling him about it. I kept sneaking peeks at his face: he was smiling, happy. Whatever I’d said, he’d changed in the car today. In my heart, I knew it. He was really, really happy.
I was glad for it, but hoped I wasn’t giving him the wrong idea, either about living together alone without the others, or about not joining the Academy. I still wanted to join. 
Maybe he was more worried about the group not being able to stay together if I joined, because he’d want to be on the team I was on. 
I held onto this thought. If that was true, then maybe he would be interested in keeping the family together, like Lily had done.
Still, I didn’t dare bring it up. It was easier when I knew the person had already been introduced to it and liked it. Somehow it was different if Mr. Blackbourne brought it up to them, and not me. From me, it felt like a selfish request. From North or the others, it seemed like their idea. It was, in a way. North’s interest was what sparked Luke to listen in on phone calls, and us to find out what was going on.
After a while of more driving, Kota said he managed to shake off our tail, mostly by draining the tank of the other car. 
“We were getting pretty low, too,” he said. He tapped at the gas meter. “Good thing North put in the new bigger gas tank on my car.”
“They’re gone now,” I said. “At least they didn’t have backup to keep following us.”
“At least it wasn’t McCoy, again,” he said.
I didn’t see who was following us, but I was glad it wasn’t McCoy either. “Is he still chasing Gabriel?”
He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and held it while he drove, but did nothing else with it. “I should check on him.”
“I can, if you’d like,” I said.
He started to pass his cell phone to me and then retracted it. “I can’t...let you...sorry.”
He can’t show me his cell phone. There must be some Academy things in there he didn’t want me to see. Funny how he was willing to swap earlier though. Had something happened during that time? Gabriel didn’t hesitate to give me his when I asked out of the blue, when he wasn’t paying attention at all. He just did it. 
I pulled out Gabriel’s cell phone. “I can do it.”
Kota’s cheeks tinted and he nodded.
This was a good excuse to see what Gabriel was up to. Maybe he would be more talkative now.
 
Sang: Meanie, are you okay?
 
After a few minutes and no response, I tried again.
 
Sang: Kota wants to know how you’re doing. Is McCoy still following you?
 
I wasn’t sure what else to say. Was he busy like North said?
It took a few more minutes, but a reply finally came.
 
Gabriel: Tell him I’m fine. McCoy is following me. 
 
Tell him. He wasn’t going to respond to me? I tried not to read between the lines and make judgements on what was going on while he wasn’t here. It was hard to not wonder about his meaning, or if there was any meaning at all. North had said if he was busy, he may be keeping it short.
So I tried Luke. He was there. He might know. 
 
Sang: Hey, it’s Sang. I tried to find his car, but we couldn’t figure out which one it was. He might have already bought it.
Sang: Also, Gabriel still seems upset to me. Is he or am I just imagining things?
 
I’d have to delete the messages later so Gabriel wouldn’t see. A few minutes passed and Luke responded.
 
Luke: I tried asking him about his birthday and what he wanted to do. He said he didn’t want to do anything.
Luke: That’s not really like him. He is cranky from not sleeping, but he’s never missed a chance to take advantage of his birthday. 
 
I fiddled with my phone. That wasn’t good. I asked Luke to keep an eye on him, and he promised to do so.
“What’s wrong?” Kota asked. “Is there trouble?”
I sighed. “Gabriel says he’s fine...”
“You don’t believe him?” Kota asked.
I glanced at Kota. He was always very aware of everyone. He knew where everyone was. He even knew when someone was running out of groceries. He managed our group. While Mr. Blackbourne dealt with Academy issues, Kota focused on us. 
Would he know how to handle Gabriel when he was upset? 
I looked for a way to ask him without revealing the details. “I think he’s mad at me,” I said. “Or mad in general. It’s hard to tell.”
Kota was silent for a while. “Why would he be mad at you?” he asked.
Because the others and I want to try a crazy plan to stay together? He’s jealous over Victor because I smiled at him more? True reasons, but for Kota, I wasn’t sure how to respond. “I just get that feeling. I don’t know if it’s true or not. I could be wrong. He could just be tired because we got woken up so many times. Now he’s still on the run with McCoy. I might be reading into things.” That was true. I hadn’t even thought of how Gabriel being tired might make him more upset about the ordeal. Looking for something to say to Kota made me rethink of reasons why Gabriel would be unhappy.
“He does get moody when he hasn’t slept,” Kota said. “He’s usually fine, though. You just have to let him have a day off once in a while.”
“It’s just last time I actually talked to him, he seemed upset. I wanted to talk to him about it.” I held up Gabriel’s cell phone. “Now he’s really short with me. It’s hard to tell if he’s mad, or if he’s just busy running around and sleepy.”
“Sometimes you have to wait until you’re face to face with him,” Kota said. He turned the car into the parking lot of a small motel not far from the highway. “We’ll talk inside. Just hang on a minute.”
I sighed, holding Gabriel’s cell phone to my chest. Kota didn’t seem to take it as seriously as I did. He didn’t fully understand the situation, either, so I didn’t blame him. I could possibly be overreacting. 
Luke was concerned though. Luke was closer to Gabriel than anyone. If he was worried, I should be.
Kota left me in the car while he went inside to rent a room. He kept an eye on me through the window while he waited at the front desk. I blushed at the thought of him renting a room for us. I knew the others would be here soon, but I’d be alone with Kota for a short while. It’d been the same when North had rented a room. It was almost exciting, but also awkward, since we were only a couple of miles from home.
I still hadn’t been able to talk to Lily. I didn’t have her number on me, but I didn’t want her to feel like I was blowing her off.
I checked the number Gabriel had gotten. I wondered if I could get a message through to Lily through whoever this was. They were Academy. They’d probably understand if we swapped phones. Lily could verify with Gabriel.
I needed to figure out what I could do for Gabriel, if anything. They said he was cranky from lack of sleep. They hadn’t heard him last night. And his eyes today...I couldn’t put my finger on it. Plus, the way he was responding made me unsure. Luke knew something was off.
I needed to know he was okay. I needed to figure out how to connect with him. 
Lily might help. But I couldn’t risk a phone call and hanging up on her when Kota got back. He’d want to know who I was talking to. 
I couldn’t stand waiting idly by either. I needed to do something.
 
Sang: Hi. I’m not sure who this is. I borrowed Gabriel’s phone. This is Sang. I wanted to ask Lily some things. I can’t call right now, though. 
Sang: I know she said call, but I needed some help. Gabriel might be upset with me. 
Sang: I think it might be learning about the group staying together. 
Sang: I’m worried about pushing him too hard to find out if he’s mad or just busy, but I don’t want him so angry he’ll never get over it.
 
Again, I told myself I’d have to delete the messages later before Gabriel got his phone back. I sent all of that, and was ready to send another text to try to explain things further and to ask politely for Lily’s number so I could text her.
 
Unknown: Hang on, Sang. I’ll find out what’s going on.
 
I gritted my teeth. I had no idea who this was. Did he mean he’d talk to Gabriel? I wasn’t sure if that was a good idea. I didn’t mean to go around his back. I meant to only get advice on what to say or how to approach him. How do I get Gabriel back to being himself? 
I leaned my head on the headrest. I was trying not to overreact. Kota and North said he needed sleep. He couldn’t right now because of McCoy. Would they let him rest if they knew how upset he really was?
Luke and Victor might understand. Victor was there last night and Luke knew Gabriel wasn’t himself right now.
I gritted my teeth. Did I want Victor to talk to him? Did I really need another person bothering Gabriel when this all could be my imagination? Maybe Victor was the last one to talk to him about this, since Victor seemed to spur Gabriel’s jealousy.
I knocked my knees together, fidgeting. I held onto the phone, staring at the doors, willing whoever was checking in with Gabriel to be quick in responding. Waiting was difficult. 
I jumped at the sound of the driver’s door opening. Kota’s green eyes widened behind the glasses. He smirked. “Did I scare you?”
Yes. “Was just thinking,” I said. “Wasn’t paying attention.”
“You look tired,” he said. He handed over two card keys and hopped in, starting the car again. “Room 234.”
I forced a smile. Maybe he was right. I needed sleep. Maybe it wasn’t Gabriel. Maybe it was me.
The hotel had rooms facing outside like small apartments. There weren’t many cars in the lot. Kota parked and lead the way up the stairs to the second floor and our room for the night. I shivered, feeling eyes watching us, but suspected it was unlikely. Most of the people staying here were probably in their rooms resting and didn’t care about us.
Normal people weren’t worried about people chasing them. 
Kota opened the door with a card key. The inside was dark, the shade drawn. He flipped the light switch. Two large beds, a couple of small chairs and table, and a dresser with a TV. I’d seen similar rooms on television. Crowded. The smell of bleach was heavy, along with that of dampness. I wrinkled my nose, trying to get used to the scents. The bleach was making my eyes water.
“I was going to get a nicer room,” he said. “But the suites only have one big bed, and I think North and a few others are staying tonight. So we needed at least two beds.”
My insides squirmed at the thought of at least a few of us spending the night here. This felt more adventurous, more like one of their sleepovers, only more exciting because we were somewhere new.
Without much else to do, I stepped over to one of the beds. I sat down, ready to plop over.
“Hang on,” Kota said. He draped his book bag on the back of the chair, and put his keys, wallet and the key cards on the table. He approached the bed, encouraging me to get up with a wave of his hand.
I stood back. Kota gripped the cover on the bed and pulled it off. He flattened it at the foot of the bed, tucking it under a little to give room to walk around.
“You moved the blanket?” I asked.
“It’s not a blanket,” he said. He pointed to the thinner blanket still on the bed. “It’s a bed cover. Keeps the linen fresh when the bed isn’t being used. The cover is probably dirty. They don’t usually wash them every single time after other people have been here.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling weird. I tried to remember the hotel I’d been in before. I didn’t recall it having a bed...cover. If that hotel didn’t use them, why did this one? Or maybe it did and I couldn’t remember. It was embarrassing to show how much I didn’t know about what seemed a common thing.
Kota didn’t say anything about it. He pulled back the actual blanket and sheet. He patted the pillow. “Want to lay down for a while? The others may not be here for a few hours still.”
I let out a breath, nodding. I was tired. Maybe after a nap, I’d be less reactive, and could think more clearly about Gabriel. 
I kicked off my shoes, and climbed into the bed. The smell of the bleach was stronger now. I held my nose, trying not to sneeze. I knelt on the bed, in my jeans, and considered. “North has my bag, but I don’t have any other clothes with me for tomorrow.”
Kota fished his phone out of his pocket, and tapped at it. “I’ll have Nathan bring you some. He’ll probably want to come by. He’ll be alone on the street tonight, so he’s going to want to come here.”
I smiled at the thought of Nathan tagging along. “Won’t they notice if everyone’s here? If they’re watching?”
“I hope so,” Kota said. “I’m hoping if we shake them all, except for Gabriel and Luke running around, they’ll get together and talk, or call Mr. Hendricks. If the manage to find us after this, then we know something’s off and that they are tracking us with something more sophisticated. I’m personally hoping they’ll go talk to Hendricks.”
“Is that good?” I asked, drifting down toward the pillow. I pressed my cheek to it, sniffling a bit at the strong smells. I covered my nose with my hand covered in the sleeve of the hoodie to block it. 
“Any time they talk, it’s good. It’s one more chance to listen in and see what’s going on. It’s especially useful when they’re rattled.” Kota put his phone down and then looked at me. “Are you comfortable wearing that?” he asked.
“The hoodie?” I asked.
“The jeans,” he said. “If you’re going to nap...” He smiled weakly and his cheeks tinted again. “Sorry, I was just thinking, maybe you’d want to take them off, but...” 
I secretly giggled at Kota, not thinking, asking if I’d like to take my clothes off. “I don’t have anything else, but I guess this hoodie covers up enough.” The hoodie reached below my butt, so it’d be like wearing a big shirt.
Kota moved to the door, grabbing his keys off the table. “Hang on,” he said. “I have some spare clothes in the car. Let me see what I’ve got.”
Gabriel was right; I needed an overnight bag. 
Kota was being extremely cute. He jumped to help or do things for me. I didn’t realize it until he was willing to go down to his car for something when I’d already said I was okay with using the hoodie to cover myself. 
Kota returned with a small green duffle bag. He placed it on the table and started pulling out clothing items that had been rolled up inside. “Boxers or pajama pants?” he asked.
I hopped up, checking out what he had. What would Kota be more comfortable wearing? Would he leave his jeans on or sleep in boxers? He seemed to prefer pajama pants. “I can use the boxers,” I said.
He nodded, and passed over a thin pair of green boxers with white stripes.
I took them, and went to the bathroom to use it and to replace the jeans with the boxer shorts. I left the hoodie on, though. It was Gabriel’s, so for some reason, it was comfortable right now. I wanted to keep it on.
Kota was sitting at the table when I came back out. He bent over his phone, texting and waiting for responses. I folded the jeans and put them on the dresser. I crawled into bed, situating myself between the sheets, resting my head on my arm over the pillow, smelling Gabriel on his hoodie. 
One minute, my eyes were open…
 



RESTLESS PANIC
 
 
What felt like a minute later, I woke and quickly realized time had passed. My joints were stiff from sleeping in a weird position. My throat was scratchy as I breathed in the bleach scent.
I stretched a bit, flopping over. I hit Kota with my arm, not realizing he’d crawled into bed next to me.
He remained still, stretched out and peaceful on his side, his back to me. He was either in a very deep sleep, or he ignored my bashing into him. 
I was cold. The blanket was thin. I eased over until I could steal his body heat. When he didn’t move, I pressed into his back more until I was comfortable, filling my nose with his scent which was so much better than bleach. Had I done this before with Kota? It was getting confusing now, how far had I gone with each one. 
Why did it feel so natural to curl into him? Kota made it easy to simply get close. They all did.
It was embarrassing to think about it. Girls would talk if they knew. Rumors and assumptions would fly from their lips along with labels like easy or slut. 
Was this what Lily had gone through? She hid her team from the world to be happy. 
For a while, Kota did nothing. I warmed myself against him, my arms crossed in front of my body. Maybe he really was asleep.
I drifted in and out of sleep. One minute, I was aware he had his back still to me. The next, I was confused, because I was in a different position and his arm was around me.
I was comforted by his sweet spice scent, and inclined my head toward him. The more I drifted, the more my head lowered against his chest.
Kota adjusted, opening himself up more until I pressed up against his body. He moved an arm around my head, propping it up. He held onto me like this, our legs wrapped up around each other.
At one point, he kissed my forehead. It warmed me and I continued to drift. I didn’t sleep much after that, but relaxing felt just as good. It was a quiet moment where Kota and I weren’t checking in with the team, weren’t running or chasing, being chased. We relaxed together, enjoying.
I missed these moments when we were too busy running around. I swallowed back some emotion creeping into my throat. Life wouldn’t always stand still like this. It was difficult to imagine a life outside of high school, though. When McCoy chased us, when Hendricks threatened us, we jumped. 
I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to think. I luxuriated in numbing out everything and simply enjoying Kota’s warmth. 
I peeked up at Kota. He had his glasses off. His eyes were closed. The trace of a smile remained on his lips. I worked beside him often, but sometimes I forgot to actually look at him. I’d always thought he was handsome. There were spots on his nose where his glasses normally rested against his skin. Straight nose, high cheekbones. He breathed evenly, his chest expanding, broadening the muscles at every inhale. 
I gently buried my face into his chest again, not wanting to wake him. I didn’t want anything but to stay like this.
For a while, it worked. I was aware of time passing, as much as I was aware of his breathing. But thoughts worked their way in slowly, waking me to reality and leaving the forgetfulness of sleep behind. 
Mostly I worried about Gabriel. He should be here resting. I should be the one running around. He needed to sleep and talk to me or Luke, or someone about how he felt. 
I reached into the pocket of the hoodie, but Gabriel’s phone must have fallen out. Somewhere within the mess of arms and covers between Kota and I, was Gabriel’s cell phone. I wondered if Gabriel ever got back to me about anything.
I wanted to check, but worried if I moved to get the phone, I would wake up Kota. I waited as long as I could, because more than anything, I wanted to enjoy the warm, sleepy moments with Kota longer.
But then I realized if other people arrived, I’d miss my chance. It wouldn’t take much for Kota or the others to look over my shoulder and read or ask what I was doing. 
I scooped up the phone and I started to pull away. I was going to use the excuse of going to the bathroom to cover my phone use.
Kota tightened his arms around me, pulling me in close to his warm body.
“Omf,” I mumbled, grinning. 
Kota locked his arms tight around me and stuffed his face into my shoulder. It was sweet. He didn’t want me to get up.
I patted at his arm. “I’m just going to the bathroom,” I said.
He mumbled something. Slowly, his arms relaxed. I slipped away from him and he turned over on the bed, curling up more on one side.
I didn’t want to go, but I had to. My heart stayed with Kota in the bed, though. I wanted to go back and spend more time there. I’d come back if Gabriel was okay. It was hard to relax when one of them was upset. Especially when it was my fault.
I walked over to the bathroom, turning on the light and closing the door.
I turned on the phone, finding several messages from the unknown number. My heart leapt. I’d forgotten since I’d been asleep.
 
Unknown: Listen, Sang, it sounds like Gabriel isn’t taking this well.
Unknown: Don’t worry too much about it. I went through a lot of the same struggles when I first found out the others had similar feelings toward her.
Unknown: I thought I was the only one, but there were the others. Wasn’t her fault. She was caught in the middle and we weren’t communicating.
Unknown: We all struggled in different ways. We went about it backwards. Lily talked about her ordeal but you might gain perspective from us guys.
 
That did make sense. I understood Lily’s desire to want to help. Part of it was that she’d been through it before. Gabriel, like the others, might respond better if I took an approach the guys would have appreciated.
He said Gabriel wasn’t taking this well, confirming what I’d feared. It was a relief that this guy had felt the same but I was still worried Gabriel wasn’t going to recover as easily as this guy was saying.
I checked the time. The messages had been sent almost an hour ago. I sent a text back.
 
Sang: If you’re okay with it, I’d be happy to talk to another guy about it who has been through it. What’s your name?
Unknown: Liam. I’m the one that came in and interrupted near the end while you were here.
 
The strawberry-blond haired guy. The one that was shorter than Lily. He’d seemed grumpy and abrupt before, like he didn’t like us being there. Would he really help?
I considered my options. If Liam had been through this before, maybe he knew what needed to be said to encourage Gabriel.
 
Sang: I remember. Thank you for helping. Is there anything I can do for Gabriel, you think? 
Sang: I’m not sure if being quiet makes things better, or if I need to do something. The others think he’s just grumpy and needs sleep.
Liam: He might be grumpy and tired, but he doesn’t think you’d go for this, and that you’d pick the others over him. 
Liam: He’s talking to Lily now.
 
I pressed my teeth together, unsure if that was better. Lily talking with Gabriel? I respected it, but felt since it was my responsibility.
What else could I do if he wasn’t talking to me?
 
Sang: Is it working?
Liam: I don’t know. You should talk to him.
Sang: I’ve been trying. I can’t get to him to respond. And I don’t think I can call. When I text, he’s abrupt.
Liam: Talk to him about something he can’t refuse to talk to you about. Not about this. 
Liam: Lily gets me to talk to her by talking about something else. Some other problem. Personal. A guy’s natural tendency is to fix what’s broken.
Liam: Break something, even something small, and he’ll want to talk to you about it.
 
Break something. It was a crazy idea. Just to be sure I wasn’t pushing Gabriel, I asked one more thing.
 
Sang: Is now the right time? I don’t want to be in the way if he’s actually busy and can’t really do this.
Liam: He’s got no problem talking to Lily right now.
 
I supposed that was a good sign. It still bugged me a bit that Lily was talking to him, but he wouldn’t talk to me.
I thanked Liam. He told me to keep in touch. It was sweet of him to try to help. No wonder Lily liked him.
Worried about how much time I had, I tried once more to reach Gabriel. It was hard to come up with something. What about the issue with Mr. Blackbourne wanting background information on my real mother? He seemed supportive of my decision. He already knew about it.
Was I lying to him if I brought it up as a current concern? I hadn’t forgotten and it was in the back of my mind to deal with. Still, maybe he would see it as something I needed help with.
 
Sang: Remember yesterday when I told you about Mr. Blackbourne asking me to talk to my stepmother and find out about my real mother?
 
I sent this along, and then sucked in a breath. I held it. I needed to write the next line. Liam said I needed to break. I was urging myself to do it. I forced my fingers to move, even as the rest of my body stiffened, unwilling.
 
Sang: I’m scared to look for her. What if we find out I’ve got grandparents? What if they want me to live with them? How could I say no? 
 
Tears welled up in my eyes. My fingers hovered over the phone. I really was breaking. I was showing him all my fears. It felt wrong to dump it on him, especially when he was struggling with his own thoughts.
It was honest, though. I needed to talk to someone. If I trusted him with my own deep concerns, perhaps he’d talk to me.
 
Sang: What if my father really did rape her? Do I really want to know? 
Sang: If she killed herself, she didn’t love me enough to live for me. Left me with a man who might have raped her, a stepmom who didn’t want me.
 
I couldn’t type any more. I was breaking down in the bathroom. I shoved a palm to my mouth, horrified at the way my thoughts spilled from me. It was all the thoughts I had buried, shelving them until I had time to examine things logically, not all in a heap and dramatic mess. 
Maybe he really was grumpy and just tired. Now I was dumping all this on him. He’d wonder why I was doing this right now. He might see right through it. Liam had encouraged me to do it. I couldn’t tell him about that, though. He might not understand. I’d have to delete these messages, too.
That hurt, too. Keeping secrets from Gabriel. Maybe I could tell him one day that Liam helped us. I didn’t like feeling like I was trying to manipulate Gabriel’s feelings.
We can’t control other people’s feelings. Mr. Blackbourne had said that. Maybe that wasn’t true. Here I was, trying to do anything to pull Gabriel out of his thoughts and think of something else. 
Break. Guys want to fix things. 
The phone buzzed in my hands, and the vibration scared me out of my deep, distracted thoughts. I dropped the phone and it clattered to the floor.
I clapped my palm against my heart, trying to still it. I cringed at the sight of his phone on the floor. I eased over, picking it up delicately.
Being delicate now wasn’t going to help. I had cracked the screen, just like I’d done to mine the day before.
Angry with myself, I put the phone down. Tears trailed along my cheeks. Crying out wasn’t an option, no matter how much I felt like it. How could I break his phone after already doing so much to him? I tore off some tissue paper, and while I meant to wipe at my face, instead I tore the paper tearing it into a thousand tiny pieces and dropped them to the floor. It was dispelling the angry energy inside of me before I destroyed anything else or screamed to vent my frustrations.
I shoved my palms into my eyes, trying to calm myself. I couldn’t do this. Breaking was too difficult and made me a mess. I sniffed hard, trying to control myself. I shoved the thoughts back. Liam meant well, or maybe I’d tried doing the wrong thing. Maybe he didn’t realize I was this breakable.
I picked up the phone again, gritting my teeth at the sight of the cracked screen. Maybe I could get someone to fix it before Gabriel found out. It wasn’t as bad as mine. Maybe I shouldn’t be holding on to cell phones. I broke a lot of them.
I delicately turned the screen on. It still worked.
Gabriel had sent a message. I hesitated to read it. Would he see through what I’d done? Would he be annoyed that I was trying to get his attention by being upset by something else?
 
Gabriel: Where are you?
 
That was it. I was confused by what he was asking. Had they not told him the plan?
 
Sang: Kota has me at a hotel. The others are showing up soon. 
Gabriel: Is Kota nearby?
 
Again, I was confused. At least he was talking to me. Liam put me on a path. I had to follow through. I kept going.
 
Sang: He’s taking a nap. I’m in the bathroom. I couldn’t stop worrying about things. I know you’re busy. 
Sang: I’m sorry. I didn’t know who else to talk to.
 
It wasn’t like I had told Kota about my real mother and the issues I was having. No one but Gabriel knew how I really felt about it. 
Time passed. I’d been in the bathroom for a while. I listened out for Kota, wondering if he was still asleep. I hoped he was, but I’d have to leave the bathroom soon.
 
Gabriel: Sometimes I think if my mom had just divorced my dad, my mom and my little brother would still be alive.
Gabriel: Or maybe if I’d been like Dr. Green and never knew my real mother it’s be better. I’d probably be like you. 
Gabriel: I sometimes wish I hadn’t known her so I wouldn’t be angry about it. 
 
Tears flowed freely now. My nose dripped. My hands shook as I held onto the phone. I read his messages over and over. Poor Gabriel. He’d lost so many people. His mother, someone he actually cared about and remembered. He lost his brother, too.
This was bad and wasn’t fair to do to him. I was dragging Gabriel down into dire thoughts when he was already tired and cranky. I appreciated knowing his feelings, and I wanted to hug him and talk to him about this, but this wasn’t the right time, was it?
He was talking to me though. Connecting. Mr. Blackbourne said get him on my team, and he’d be a strong advocate. I wanted to be on Gabriel’s team. That felt important. I couldn’t just back down now.
 
Sang: I’m so sorry about your mom and your brother. About your dad, too.
Sang: I can’t imagine having known my real mother and lost her.
Sang: I still feel a little sad that my stepmother and I couldn’t find a way to get along, even if I felt the circumstances weren’t her fault.
Sang: I feel guilty about Marie, like I’m leaving her behind.
Sang: I’m afraid Mr. Blackbourne or the Academy will make me learn about my real mother and those secrets before they’ll let me join. 
Sang: And I feel like if I don’t join, somehow I might lose you. 
 
I was going to say you all, but it felt important to make sure he knew it was him I was thinking about. I did think of the others, of course. But Gabriel was who I needed to convince right now.
The phone vibrated in my hands again. Each time it did, my heart was in my throat, worried I’d make him mad, and at the same time, relieved he’d answered.
 
Gabriel: He says we need to know about our pasts so someone doesn’t show up one day. If it isn’t a surprise, we’ll be ready. 
Gabriel: But what if your parents are secretly axe murderers? Do you really need to know? 
Gabriel: If you don’t want to know, you shouldn’t be forced to know. 
Gabriel: I know you want in the Academy, but maybe you shouldn’t join if they want you to learn about your real mom.
 
Relief spread through me. He understood, sympathized. He was talking to me. My heart soared. Maybe he was cranky, but he was helping.
 
Sang: I wish you were here to talk about this. I know you’re running around with my phone.
Gabriel: This sucks. Sometimes I think they do this on purpose so we’re not together.
 
I didn’t want to make the others the enemy. The goal was to keep them together, not splinter them.
 
Sang: It was my fault. I traded my phone with you not realizing if you’re carrying it, they’d have you running around with it.
Sang: Anyway, I’ll have to tell Mr. Blackbourne sometime. I don’t want to disappoint him. I don’t know how to refuse again if he brings it up. 
Sang: He wants me in the Academy. I just want to stay with you, in the Academy or not. Whichever lets me stay with you.
 
I stopped typing. He didn’t respond. I waited for him to come back and say something.
Time passed. No answer. 
I waited until my legs were falling asleep sitting on the toilet seat. I couldn’t stay in the bathroom forever without Kota knocking and wondering what was wrong with me. Gabriel couldn’t be too upset with me, though, if he’d finally responded. It would have to be good enough for now.
I cleaned up the torn tissues and wiped my face clean of tears. I sucked in a breath, holding the phone close. I’d forgotten to tell Gabriel I broke his phone. I plotted how I could replace the screen before he got back. Maybe I could ask Kota. 
I opened the door and stepped out. The bed was empty, the covers thrown over the pillows.
“Kota?” I called, but he wasn’t there.
Fear crept through me. I tiptoed into the room, as if he could be hiding under the bed. His book bag was in the room, as was his overnight bag. His keys were gone, but his wallet was still here. One of the card keys for the room was missing.
He went somewhere? Without his wallet?
I walked over to the window, pulling the shade over a tiny bit, just enough to poke my head out.
At first, I couldn’t find him. Then I leaned over to see more of the parking lot, and spotted him. He was standing outside of North’s Jeep parked in the lot. He had his hands in his pockets, his hair a little ruffled from sleeping. North stood nearby, as did Silas and Nathan. North and Kota were talking, and the other two were waiting.
I pulled back from the curtain and considered the room. Four boys. Four places to sleep. Someone was going to end up on the floor, or I was going to be in the middle of a bed with two of them.
I fiddled with Gabriel’s phone. What if he wrote back? I’d have to sit strategically so someone didn’t accidentally read the wrong thing over my shoulder. If we ended up talking about Lily or the new plan, I didn’t want to have to stop because Kota was too close.
I moved one of the chairs over to the corner where I could see out into the room and none of them could pop up behind me and read over my shoulder. They weren’t usually nosy. I was just being paranoid.
I went to the window again. Kota and North led the way to the hotel room, with Silas and Nathan following behind, dragging the majority of the book bags and overnight bags in. Mine was in Silas’s hands.
I was going to wait by the door as they went out of view to climb the stairs. The phone buzzed in my hand, surprising me.
 
Liam: Wrong move, Sang. Whatever you did, you went way too far.
 
Too far? He said to break. What was too far? 
My heart stopped, and I held my breath. I stared at the phone, waiting for him to tell me what he mean.
Instead of standing by the door, I moved to the seat, pretending I didn’t know they were coming in. I sat down hard in the chair, curling up as much as I could, trying to look nonchalant. I reviewed what I’d sent to Gabriel. I went back to Liam’s text and replied.
 
Sang: What do you mean? He was talking to me. He sounded fine.
 
I was just able to send the message when the door handle moved and Kota entered. He spotted me in the chair and smiled. “They’re here.”
I smiled back. It was hard to do when I was in a panic. 
Kota moved further in, allowing the others to file in behind him. They talked loudly as they entered. North pointed to the unused bed. Silas and Nathan dropped bags onto it. Kota told them to pile the bags on the side of the dresser near the television because we’d sit on the beds. Silas and Nathan dragged the pile over. 
The phone buzzed, but I couldn’t look at it. They were actively moving around. They might have been distracted, but I didn’t want them seeing I was texting and ask who or what we were texting about. I wasn’t sure I could lie. I was too rattled as it was. 
I’d gone too far. Gabriel had sounded okay. Or had I said something bad? I tried looking back at what I’d said. We’d been talking about some tender spots for both of us: our mothers. 
Gabriel didn’t talk about his past a lot. Not normally. I’d known him for a while, but I’d only really learned about what happened to his mother and the rest of his family recently. He was reluctant to talk about it. 
The boys settled in, sitting on the beds. They talked about McCoy. Kota and North devised strategies. I listened, but fiddled with the phone, distracted. 
I eased the phone away from my body, unable to resist checking it out.
 
Liam: I got a message from Luke. Gabriel bailed on the mission. Luke said he mentioned going rogue.



IN THIS TOGETHER
 
 
Time stopped and all I could do was stare at Liam’s message. Gabriel did something he wasn’t supposed to, enough that Luke sent a message on to Liam about it. Why did he send the message to Liam? Wouldn’t he have told Kota? Or Mr. Blackbourne?
Kota, North and the others talked in the room, and all I could do was stare at the message. I waited for more, an update, an answer. 
Going rogue. Was it because of something I said or something going on with Mr. McCoy? It didn’t make sense that he’d take any severe action over what we talked about. 
Or did he mean...could it mean he was quitting the Academy and walking away from everything? No. 
Liam’s message was pretty severe. I wasn’t sure how to respond. I didn’t know what to do.
I looked up, ensuring the others were engaged and not focused on me. I sat stiffly, like moving even the littlest way would cause the whole world to crumble.
My fingers hovered over the phone. I wanted to ask Liam more. I wanted to text Gabriel. Luke had promised to stay near Gabriel. Should I text him and find out what was going on?
Why was I stuck in this hotel room when somewhere out there, Gabriel needed me?
I wasn’t sure what to say to anyone. It felt like if I’d just kept quiet and waited until I saw Gabriel again, maybe that would have been better. Was he angry at me for bringing things up? 
I’d made so many mistakes. Maybe if I didn’t react, would that be better?
“Sang?” 
I lifted up my head. I wasn’t sure who had said my name. Everyone had their heads turned toward me.
“Huh?” I asked.
Nathan smirked. He sat near Kota on the unmade bed. He’d switched from his school uniform to jeans and a red T-shirt, one that was too small for him. When he twisted to look at me, part of his side was exposed, including the edge of his dark boxers and the side of his stomach. “What are you doing? We were talking about getting pizza.”
“She likes pepperoni, doesn’t she?” Silas asked Nathan. Then he turned his head and looked at me. He had on his school pants, and had stripped everything except the white undershirt. He sat on the corner of the other bed, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. With the way he was sitting, it bulked his muscles until he appeared massive. “Because pepperoni is the only thing you put on a proper pizza.”
“You don’t know that,” Nathan said. He turned to me. “Don’t you like chicken and black olives? But you likes pineapple, too...”
“You don’t put fruit on pizza,” Silas said. He nudged North. “That’s unhealthy, isn’t it?”
I groaned internally. It was hard to deal with them fussing over pizza when Gabriel was out there somewhere, going off on his own. 
What could I do? I realized the only one in the room that could possibly understand what was going on was North.
“If you want to talk about healthy, you’d buy her a salad,” North said. “We should all probably have one instead of pizza.” He sprawled out on his back on the bed, wearing in the same dark pants and black T-shirt. He situated himself on top of the bedspread. His eyes closed.
“You could ask her if she wants a salad or pizza,” Kota said, absently fiddling with the pillow in the bed we’d slept in. He plumped it and then sat back against the headboard. “She’s sitting right there.”
“Sang, what do you want on your half of our pizza?” Nathan asked, emphasizing while looking at North. “Don’t listen to North and get a salad just because he says.”
North turned his head away so I couldn’t see his face. “Unless she wants one, which she should. She’s been eating shit all day.”
“Sang?” Nathan asked louder than North’s tone. “What do you want?’
I really didn’t have an opinion. I wanted to say something, anything, to stop them talking to me right now. My frenzied mind didn’t care about pizza toppings. I so wasn’t in the place to talk about it.
“Chicken?” Nathan asked. “Black olives? Pineapple?”
“Yeah,” I said absently.
Nathan cocked an eyebrow. “All three?”
I didn’t really care. I wasn’t sure if I’d eat it anyway. “Sure.”
“So weird,” Nathan said. He turned to Kota. “You heard her.” 
Kota pressed at his phone and Nathan and Silas started talking. Kota spoke into the phone and then got up to go outside, maybe to talk somewhere quiet.
Silas and North were talking about the end of the football season coming up, another home game was happening soon and there were talks of holding it at another school since someone messed up the one at homecoming.
As they chatted, I couldn’t help but wonder if I should text Luke. He might be trying to get Gabriel to stop, or trying to keep up with him. Every choice I had made so far felt like a huge mistake. Trying to help wasn’t helping. I wasn’t so sure talking to Luke would help or hurt.
I got up quietly. Silas eyeballed me but kept talking. I approached North. I needed someone else. I didn’t want to say anything out loud. I didn’t want to do what I had to do next, but I had to. I had to do something; I couldn’t just sit there. The others wouldn’t really understand. North was more aware than anyone and he might know what to do.
North kept his eyes closed and didn’t pick up his head as I sat on the bed next to him. Was he sleeping?
I pretended to listen to Silas and Nathan talking about football when I bent over North, checking his face.
“What?” he asked, though quietly. I sensed he knew it was me.
I didn’t want to say anything out loud. Instead, I prodded at his arm. 
He grumbled, turned his head and then opened an eye. “What?” he said.
I glanced at the others, faking a smile and a wink at Nathan when North’s tone got his attention for a second. When Nathan continued talking, I slipped the phone out of my pocket, scrolled to where I was talking to Gabriel and passed it to North.
“It cracked?” he asked.
I grimaced, checking on the others but they were still talking. I shook my head, pointing instead at the illuminated messages. I didn’t have time to worry about the cracked phone now. 
North looked at me curiously but then moved the phone over near his head. He was still on his side, his other arm propped up under his head for support. He used his thumb to scroll through, reading through the messages. 
I tried to keep a steady face around Nathan and Silas. I played with lies in my head if they were to ask what was on the phone. I just crossed my fingers they wouldn’t be that curious. I was very bad at lying.
Kota returned after placing the pizza order. Nathan dragged him into the conversation, but Kota changed the subject, asking if anyone had homework. 
“Finished mostly at school,” Nathan said. He tilted his head back. “I don’t want to do the rest.”
“We have to keep our grades up,” Kota said. “If we start slipping now, we’ll get behind.”
“We’re ahead, though,” Nathan said. “I’ve nearly read the entire textbook for each class.”
“We don’t need these classes,” Silas said. “Why are we trying so hard to impress them? Can’t we scrape by with a few C- grades when it won’t matter later? We can do that just by showing up for the tests.”
“It’s the game we play for now,” Kota said.
North shook my arm to get my attention. His eyes shot lightning at me, dangerous. He mouthed something, though I wasn’t sure I understood what he was trying to say.
I took the phone from him, moved on to Liam’s messages. North, still looking upset, settled back again to read. I knew how he was feeling, but I didn’t want to alarm anyone. I wasn’t even sure if I was doing the right thing. Someone had to know, though. 
“I’m just saying, we waste a lot of time being locked into classes,” Nathan said. “I know you enjoy them, but...”
“I understand. They aren’t...satisfying,” Kota said. “I think I’m more used to learning on my own. The classes are slower than I’d like.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. “Only you would complain that a class isn’t hard enough.”
“The material is interesting,” Kota said. “I just mean we don’t really move on from topics. There’s a very short discussion, then a homework assignment repeating what we discussed, and then a review and maybe a quiz, an essay and then a test. I’d rather attend a lecture and discuss the ideas, and maybe have a small test to count for a grade. As it is, I’m going over the same material at least four times.” Kota tilted his head back and sighed. “And we’re stuck going to classes until advised otherwise. We can’t just stop. It’ll look like we gave up and dropped out. Besides, what are we going to do if we aren’t in class? They’re not going to let us just walk around the school, peeking in classrooms and pretending we—”
North sat up quickly. He had the phone in his hands, his head tilted over the screen staring at it. He threw a glance at me and then mumbled something.
“North?” Kota asked. “Something wrong?”
“Phone call,” North muttered. He covered his hand over Gabriel’s phone and pressed it to his face, pretending to be on it while exiting the room. 
No one seemed alarmed when North went outside. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to follow.
I wasn’t in the conversation anyway, so after a couple of minutes, I got up. I pretended I was curious as to what North was doing and went to the door. 
“Sang,” Nathan said. “It might be Academy stuff.”
I stepped back and pointed to the door. “I wasn’t going to listen in,” I said. “I’m just paranoid since he’s out there alone.” I twisted the handle and opened. “If it’s Academy, I’ll come back, but will have him stay in front of the window where we can see him.”
This seemed to satisfy them. Kota’s eyes even lit up a bit. I think he was happy that I was thinking about safety.
North was a few feet away from our room. He waited until I closed the door behind me before he moved. He curled his fingers at me, his eyes blazing.
The way he looked at me made me want to run back inside and pretend I didn’t know anything.
“Why didn’t you tell me this shit sooner?” he asked through his teeth, obviously trying to whisper, but not managing it. “What does he mean, anyway? Going rogue?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not there. I pushed him too far, though.”
“You and I are going to have another conversation later about this.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and started to dial. “So help me, Sang. I told you he was fucking cranky.”
“They said he was feeling down. He needed me to talk to him.”
“They’re not family, Sang.” He used the phone, pointing it at me. “I appreciate them helping us. I appreciate that you’re trying. But they aren’t family and don’t know what we need. They don’t know Gabriel.”
I gasped, pulling back, my eyes watering. He didn’t mean it, but the way he said it made me feel like I wasn’t family. I didn’t know Gabriel well enough to be able to reach out to him or to push when I felt he was down. 
Maybe it hurt because it was true. How could I possibly know them all as well as they knew each other? I was new. I’d only known them...it felt like a long time but it was only a few months. Some I spent more time with than others. Gabriel I didn’t get as much time with. How could I even pretend to know him as well as North did?
It hurt to think so. I wanted to belong and be a part of them. I just didn’t know how to.
North made a scary face and then marched forward toward me. He wrapped me up in a tight hug and then said, quietly. “Baby, you’re trying. You still don’t trust us, though. You work around us even after we tell you what to do.” He pulled back, holding onto my shoulders, and leveling his head with mine. “Which is usually my job.”
I tried not to smile, but he was being so sincere at trying to almost make a joke that it was nearly impossible. North didn’t usually make jokes. 
“Now I have to go stop Gabriel from doing something he’ll regret.” He released me and started walking away.
“What do I do?” I asked. “I should go with you. I should come to talk to him.”
“No,” he said, turning. He pointed back at the hotel room. “You have to go back in there with the guys and stay where you’re supposed to be, which is as far away from your phone and Gabriel.”
“But...”
“You just gave Gabriel a whole shitload of fuel,” he said. “I know him, and now that he’s learned all this shit you told him, he’s figuring out where you are and coming to find you. Which means I’ve got to stop him because he’s probably not thinking straight and leading McFuckCoy right to you.”
I stopped moving forward, standing still, unsure. It was worse than I thought. I was doing wrong by Gabriel and now was messing this whole plan up. “I can’t just stand by.”
“Sometimes we fight,” he said, “and sometimes we have to stand back and let others fight for us.” He moved forward again, snagged my chin between his fingers and held my face close to his. “We’re in this together, Sang Baby. You found out about this plan on your own. You seem okay with it. If you are, we’re a team now. Help me pull this team together. You can ask Liam. You can ask Lily. You can talk to them all, but we’re the ones here. You and I.” He pressed his lips together. I thought he was going to grunt or start talking again.
Instead he tugged me by the chin, closed his eyes, and pressed his lips down against mine.
It threw me off. I’d been swept up by his need, his pleading for me to work with him. 
It was quick, harsh kiss and then he let go. “Stay here,” he said. “I’m going to go fix this. No matter what happens, you stay with one of them and don’t run off.”
I nodded, swallowing back emotion. I clamped my mouth shut, resisting the urge to say anything, and to bury the desire to go with him. 
As North walked away, I stood by, waiting until got into his Jeep and drove off.
Only after he was gone did I realize Gabriel’s phone was still with him. I didn’t have the chance to fix things or help. I’d be in the dark.
I imagined he’d done it on purpose. I couldn’t blame him. One word from Gabriel, and I’d have probably walked barefoot through coals over miles just to fix everything I’d done.
 
 



AMID SILENCE, STORMS BREW
 
 
The wind swept against my skin, prickling with chill and dampness. I leaned against the railing, facing the oncoming breeze. I sucked down the clean air, filling my lungs. A moment of calmness. 
I wasn’t ready to return to the hotel room. I’d messed up. How could I face the others knowing the mistakes I’d made? The truth I knew now?
Gabriel might be coming for me, maybe with the intention to run off with me and get away from the Academy. 
If I stayed outside too long, someone would notice. To find the courage, I told myself North would fix things. He had promised he would. I needed to trust. 
I urged my nerves to settle.
I went back to the hotel room and had to knock to be let in. 
Nathan opened the door. He smiled and looked past me and then smirked. “Where’d North go?”
“He took off,” I said. I was going to say something to make an excuse as to where he’d gone, but then, I couldn’t lie, and I couldn’t think at all what to say. “He told me to come back in and stay.” 
“Huh,” Nathan said. He moved aside, letting me in and then leaned out the door. He glanced toward the road, where a pizza delivery car was pulling into the hotel parking lot. “That’s got to be our pizza.”
“Make sure it is,” Kota called to him. “Check to make sure it isn’t Volto or someone else.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Nathan said, and walked over to the stairwell, where the pizza guy had turned in and was driving slowly. The door closed behind Nathan, leaving me alone with Kota and Silas.
Kota patted the spot next to him on the bed. “Do you want to sit here, or at the table?”
I didn’t want to be close to anyone right then. I had messed things up, possibly causing Gabriel to run off. If North didn’t fix things, I’d have to face Kota and the others and explain to them why Gabriel had felt the need to run off.
I’d be next. I’d have to leave the group if I was causing this much chaos. The Academy would take one look at me and blame me for breaking up the group. They would say they had been correct in determining groups can’t function with one girl and a bunch of boys. They would say Lily’s group was a rare exception. 
“At the table,” I said, “if we’re going to eat pizza.” It was a good enough excuse to sit away from them for a while. I didn’t want to be comfortable when I felt I should be in trouble for what I’d done. 
The edge of Kota’s lips turned down, but then he got up from the bed. He pulled up the other chair at the table. He sat down in it next to me, briefly touching my hand. He said nothing. As he then pulled his things off the table to make room for the oncoming pizza boxes, he said, without words, things that only I understood. He knew something was wrong. I might not talk about it, but he’d stand by me.
It hurt more than helped, because I couldn’t stop myself thinking about how badly I had screwed up, worried he’d hate me once he learned the truth.
I had no way to know what was going on outside the hotel room. The only thing I could do was sit and wait. 
It was agony.
Nathan returned with pizza. Surprisingly, Victor trailed in behind him.
“What are you doing here?” Kota asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be—”
“There’s been a changeup,” Victor said quickly. His eyes scanned the room and then settled on me. He smiled weakly. Something was up. He knew about it. “Mr. Blackbourne told me to come here.”
He knew. Victor and apparently Mr. Blackbourne did know, too. 
I sunk into the chair, pulling my feet under me and curling up. He didn’t have to say it. Somehow, he knew what was going on. 
Kota’s eyebrows shifted and he looked confused. “Are we still tracking Gabriel and Luke?”
“Yeah,” Victor said. He pulled his phone out from his pocket and swiped at it a bit. “I’m watching them. I’ll get my laptop from the car in a minute and will keep better tabs. I just wanted to check in.”
Kota nodded. He stood up and then moved to the door. “Do you want to fill me in? We can go get your things.”
Victor looked at me and then nodded stiffly. “Sure,” he said. He opened the door, stepping back outside. Kota followed.
I let out a breath. I wasn’t sure how much he’d tell Kota. I was about ready to simply give up. Bottled up secrets screamed to be released. Lily. Gabriel. Me. All of it. 
No wonder Mr. Blackbourne had been keeping it to himself. 
If only Mr. Blackbourne and North informed us all right from the start, when we could all sit and talk about it, and not when we were splintered and running from McCoy.
Kota was going to ask Victor why plans had changed.
I sunk as low in the chair as I could. My fault. Whatever they’d been planning to do, this might destroy it. 
Nathan started opening pizza boxes. One of them had half of a pizza containing bacon, pepperoni and extra cheese: Nathan’s. The other half contained chicken, black olives and pineapple.
Nathan picked up one of the thin slices that contained the chicken side of ingredients. He showed it to me. “Can I try? You won’t eat half a pizza by yourself, will you?”
I shrugged, encouraging him to eat. Secretly, I hoped he’d eat all of it. I’d have to nibble at something around them, but I couldn’t imagine eating. My stomach was tied up in so many knots, I couldn’t even imagine swallowing water.
Nathan ate a big bite of the slice. “Hm,” he said, talking while he chewed. “It’s not bad, actually.”
“It’s an abomination,” Silas said, standing by. He reached out for the slice Nathan was holding. “Let me try.”
Nathan passed over the slice. Silas took a bite. He chewed and swallowed. “It’s not pepperoni.”
“It’s not bad, though, is it?” Nathan took another bite. “Actually, it’s pretty good. It’s like that bite of sweet with everything else being salty.”
“That’s not a pizza,” Silas said, taking the other large box over to the bed where he opened the lid and picked up a slice. “It’s something else, but not pizza.”
“Tell me you wouldn’t eat it,” Nathan said.
“I’d eat it,” Silas said. “But you can’t call it pizza. It’s only pizza if it’s got pepperoni on it.”
Kota and Victor returned. I remained still, watching Kota, but trying not to make eye contact. He didn’t seem too upset. I wasn’t sure what Victor might have told him. I was worried maybe Kota was trying to hide his feelings from the others.
That didn’t seem to be the case though. Kota went to the pizza boxes. He tore open the top of a couple of boxes to create makeshift plates. “Who wants to eat North’s since he’s gone?”
“He’s not coming back?” Nathan asked.
“I don’t think he’ll be back tonight,” Victor said. “I’m taking his place.”
Nathan opened the box with North’s pizza. It was a large, thin crust with minimal cheese and covered in tomato, spinach and mushrooms. There were slices of ham mixed in. 
Victor made a face. “He might as well have ordered a salad.”
“We can order another one,” Kota said.
“I can share a slice or two,” Silas said, and came over with his box, of which he’d already eaten three slices. He swapped out two of his pepperoni slices for some of North’s. “Now I can tell him I ate vegetables this week. At least he skipped the jalapeno peppers this time.”
Nathan grunted, picking up a slice of North’s pizza and trying a bite. “It’s not horrible,” he said. “I like Sang’s better.”
Victor squinted at the collection of different pizzas. “Which one is Sang’s?”
Nathan pointed to the chicken pizza. “Chicken, black olives and pineapple.”
Victor examined the pizza. “Interesting.”
I grimaced. Victor knew about what was going on, and yet he didn’t seem to be upset or too concerned. Maybe North would fix it. Maybe this was all temporary. Maybe Kota was right that he needed a nap and then Gabriel would see things more clearly. North could relieve Gabriel and run around with my phone to give Gabriel time to rest.
It seemed logical. It felt like what North would try to do. 
I was grateful for that.
Trust. I knew I needed to. It was just difficult to stand by when it was my fault.
Victor picked up one of the smaller slices of my pizza and then took a bite. “Oh wow,” he said. “I think I like it.”
“She hasn’t even had any yet,” Nathan said. He picked up one of the larger slices and then put it on one of Kota’s makeshift plates. He passed it over to me. “Eat one before they eat it all. Or I do.”
The smell was getting to me. I was hungry. Maybe being hungry and overtired was my problem, too. Maybe I was too cranky from being up all night like Gabriel.
I took my slice and ate. It was mechanical at first. But after a few bites, my stomach craved more and the flavors were pretty good. I finished up my slice and had one more.
The others split up the rest between them. Some of North’s was left at the end, and Silas said we should hang on to it in case he managed to get back tonight. 
They picked out a TV channel to watch. Kota didn’t press on them any more about homework. It seemed no one wanted to be bothered with it.
I ended up on the bed between Kota and Victor. Nathan and Silas sat on the other one. Kota read quietly from his phone while the others watched TV. While it was only nine, I sensed they were all tired.
At some point, Kota got up to go to the bathroom. He turned the shower on and I thought that he must have been thinking ahead to tomorrow morning, when everyone would try to get in a shower before school. 
I wedged myself between the sheets, shifting to lay in the middle of the bed. If Victor slept in the same bed with Kota and I, it’d be a tight squeeze. It’d be even tighter if I got in with Silas and Nathan, since they were bulkier. 
Victor stood and moved to change out of his clothes into pajama pants, leaving on a white T-shirt before he crawled into bed beside me, his back to the TV and the others. 
Victor checked over his shoulder at Nathan and Silas. He lay close next to me and whispered, “Did you hear about Gabriel?” 
Ice dripped down my spine. I sunk in hard against the bed, trying to hide myself but unable to do so. “Does Kota know?” I asked quietly.
“He knows the plan has changed,” Victor said. “We told him Gabriel had a new plan, but we don’t know exactly what it is. We have to trust Gabriel, because he’s in the situation and we’re not there. We’re still on the move with McCoy being followed by our extra team. I was hoping North could locate Gabriel and...”
“What do you mean?” I asked, starting to sit up and realizing I couldn’t. Not without attracting attention. “He’s gone?”
“He left your phone with Luke. Luke’s the one running around, letting Mr. McCoy chase him.” Victor tilted his head against the pillow. His fire eyes were on a low simmer. “He’s got another plan in mind. Something to help move things along, I think. Did you say something to him?”
Yes. “I might have riled him up. I was trying to cheer him up since this morning.”
“I kept meaning to talk to him today,” he said. “He left this morning in that bad mood. He was standoffish earlier.” He sighed and covered his forehead with an arm. “I don’t know what to do.”
I don’t know why, but seeing that Victor was troubled by this made me feel not as alone. I snuggled up as close as I could, reaching to hold his hand and dipping my cheek to his shoulder. “It is my fault,” I whispered. “I...said some things to him. I was trying to draw him out, to get him on my side. Like Mr. Blackbourne said.”
“It doesn’t help when he feels we’re all looking down on him.” Victor moved his arm from his face and reached out to me, moving a lock of hair away from my eyes. “It’s not your fault.”
It so was. “I shouldn’t have pushed him,” I said. “I should have left him alone until he could sleep.”
“Don’t blame yourself,” he said. He curled the lock of hair between his fingers. “Gabriel has a way of being odd. One time you argue with him and he wants to be alone. Then you learn he wanted you to talk to him all along. The next time, he really does just want to be alone. He’s so moody.”
“I just wanted to fix things,” I said.
Victor pressed his lips together, the fire in his eyes burning lower now, barely a spark. “I don’t know if you could.”
“Apparently I didn’t,” I said. “I messed up.”
He released my hair to point at his own chest. “No. I mean, I think we’ve messed up,” he said. “Gabriel’s different and we know this. We take for granted the things he does for us. We work to make everything feel like we’re a family, but lately it’s been difficult.”
“I want to help, but I’m afraid of trying anything and driving him further away. I don’t even know what I could do at this point. North took Gabriel’s phone. I have no way to reach anyone.”
Victor’s lips twisted. He reached to the bedside table where he’d placed his phone and brought it around, holding it between us. “I could text him. I’m not sure...” His eyes suddenly lowered and his fire eyes flickered. He was thinking.
Suddenly, he sat up, twisted on the bed and fiddled with his phone. He glanced at the television screen and then spoke aloud. “Silas, unless you really want to know how this show ends, can you turn it off?”
Silas groaned and pointed to Nathan. “You’ve got the remote. I was almost asleep anyway.”
Nathan spun on his side of the bed and then picked up the remote. “Making a phone call?” Nathan asked, turning off the television.
“I need your help,” Victor said. “Gabriel’s feeling a bit down.”
“He was grumpy today,” Nathan said. He tossed the remote onto the side table, pulled back the blanket and stood up. He tugged at the bedspread, which Silas was holding down by laying on it. “Get up a minute, Silas. Let me take this cover off.”
Silas rolled off onto the floor. He stood, stretched and then turned around. “What do you want us to do?” he asked in the middle of a yawn. He finished and then scratched his neck. “He’s not even here.”
“I was thinking of a birthday thing. But last night he was saying he didn’t feel good about being around us. Mostly he thinks we’re smarter and stronger than he is.”
Nathan looked over at Silas. His eyebrows moving together in a questioning gaze. “Well, technically I’m probably stronger than he is.”
“We can lift more,” Silas said. He looked at Victor. “Does he want to learn to lift?”
“No,” Victor said, shaking his head. “That’s not what I meant.”
I sat up, stuffing the blanket around my shoulders, and putting the sweatshirt hood over my head to keep in the warmth. I understood what Victor was saying, and it sparked an idea. “Could you all talk about things you admire about Gabriel?” I asked. “Victor can record it and send it on to him.” This sounded much better than goading Gabriel about his past to talk to me. Maybe it was too late. But somehow, it didn’t feel like it was. Victor seemed okay with the thought. 
Nathan shoved the cover onto the floor and then jumped, slamming down onto the bed on his stomach, making the whole thing shake. He grinned and then rolled over on his back, stuffing his arms under his head to look up at the ceiling. “I guess,” he said. “Ready to record?”
That excited me further. I sat up more, smiling. They were quick to want to help, no matter what it was. Gabriel in trouble? Want us to say something nice about him? No problem.
Victor pressed buttons on his cell phone and then nodded. “Go.”
The room fell silent. We glanced at one another. I think we were all waiting for some direction, for someone to start. Silas sat on the bed.
Victor pressed the stop button. “We can’t think of anything?”
“It’s hard to start,” Nathan said. “I don’t know what to say. ‘Hey, Gabriel. You draw realistic flowers. That’s awesome.’ It just seems stupid. He’d probably think it’s dorky.”
The bathroom door opened. Kota stepped out with a white hotel towel over his shoulder. He was in the pajama bottoms again, a fresh T-shirt on, his glasses foggy. He glanced at us, and raised an eyebrow. “Are we going to sleep?”
We all looked at each other guiltily. 
“We’re trying to say nice things about Gabriel so he can stop being depressed,” Nathan said. “You know how he is. It’s almost his birthday, too.”
Kota instantly turned to me. “This is your idea?” he asked.
“I came up with it,” Victor said defensively. “She’s helping.”
I wasn’t sure what happened. Kota asked a gentle question, curious. 
Kota’s eyes shifted from Victor to me. “I don’t know if he’d see through us talking about him like that. It’s like complimenting someone. It can be appreciated, but too much and you risk making him feel like we’re coddling him. He’ll resent it.
That didn’t sound any better. Victor and I looked at each other. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea at all. 
Kota moved to his overnight kit and started taking out his toothbrush and toothpaste. He curled his fingers at me. “Come brush your teeth,” he said.
Was that it? Couldn’t we come up with another plan?
I got up, knowing I needed to brush my teeth. What else could I do?
Kota handed over his own toothbrush and paste. He stood by while I loaded the brush and rinsed it before putting it in my mouth. I brushed quickly to get it over with.
As I was doing that, Kota turned to the others. He motioned to Victor to turn on his phone and record. 
Victor did and Kota started. “It takes me at least an hour to get ready in the morning before going to school. Gabriel can throw himself together in less than fifteen.”
“You take too long in the shower,” Nathan said, grinning. “And then when you shave, you’re always going over the same spots.”
“That’s because he uses the same old razor. He hangs on to those things like they’re gold,” Silas piped in. He sat up on the bed. “Gabriel’s always getting after me about switching out my razors for new ones. You have to or you get cuts.”
What was going on? Kota didn’t say a word. I mean he just started talking and the others seemed to know what to say. Had they done this before? It didn’t seem like it. Somehow, once I wasn’t there, they were able to say what they needed to say?
I couldn’t think like that. It hurt to think that’s what he was doing. Or maybe I made them nervous by looking at them? 
I made the big, tough Silas and Nathan nervous? 
“He can grow a beard when he just didn’t shave for a week,” Victor said. He pressed a palm to his cheek and smoothed it out over his face. “If I try to even grow anything, it’s all splotchy. The hair is too fine.”
“Have you seen his abs though?” Nathan said. “I mean, he does what, a few pushups a week?” He lifted up his shirt, showing his abdomen. He was clearly defined with lean muscles. “He’s got those genetics that lets him eats nearly anything he wants. If I ate like him, I’d be a pudge like I was before.”
“He’s got good muscle tone,” Kota said. He moved himself from the archway between the bathroom area and sat on the bed next to Victor. “He hides it under the clothes.”
Nathan groaned, shoving a hand over his face. “And he fits into everything. I put on jeans, and I look like a stuffed sausage. Gabriel can pick out an outfit, and then he’s like those models.”
Kota motioned his hand, like he was turning down an invisible radio. Then he pointed at himself. “I don’t know if I really feel comfortable in jeans. I feel fine in them when I’m at home, but when I go out, I want to be in slacks. Something a little more dressy. Which really doesn’t work for this high school. The kids in class all wear jeans. Even the girls. So I come off looking like a teacher’s pet.”
My eyes widened and my mouth fell open, causing the toothpaste to drip out into the sink. I quickly spit the rest out and rinsed, but still couldn’t get over what Kota had just done. He’d turned the conversation from talking about Gabriel to what they were uncomfortable with in themselves. So maybe by showing Gabriel how they’re vulnerable, he’d understand no one thought they were perfect or better.
Kota was brilliant. With the occasional comment about Gabriel being smart or thoughtful, without going overboard, it seemed like a genuine conversation.
“The big guys at school make fun of my eyes,” Victor said. 
I leaned out away from the sink to look at Victor.
Kota spoke. “When?’
“In class,” Victor said. “They ask if I use mascara. The girls say I must wear colored contacts. The girls are almost as bad as the guys.”
“They’ve got no idea who they’re talking to,” Nathan said. “If they knew who you were…”
“I don’t know,” Victor said. “They see Gabriel and he’s so hardcore. I stand next to him and look…feminine.”
“At least you wear better clothes than they do,” Silas said.
Victor rolled his eyes. “It wouldn’t make a difference. It’s not like I can whip out a piano at school and they’ll suddenly be impressed with me. They probably wouldn’t even care. They like rap music and loud guitars. I just have to deal with it.”
“If you change, they’d notice,” Nathan said. “I swapped out my white shirt for just a T-shirt and they all commented. But when I’m in gym, they really like to point out if I ever miss the ball, or like in basketball, if the other team scores. I have to carry my team.”
Silas snorted. “Most kids think I’m stupid. It doesn’t matter if I speak their language. They’ll start speaking Spanish or joke about Border Patrol coming to collect.”
My mouth dropped open again. Really?
Kota changed his hand signal, like turning up a radio dial. “Only a little while longer, guys,” he said. “Then we go back to the real world.”
Silas laughed. “Thank you. Yes. I can’t wait. I can finally get Gabriel to change my clothes out. He’s doing so much running around the school, I can’t get a minute with him.”
“No,” Nathan said. “I need him to finish up the décor in my bathroom. It’s still not finished because we were waiting for him to choose some tiles.”
“I’ve got a closet full of clothes that I don’t know what to do with,” Victor said. “And my hair needs a change. If Gabriel did it now, the kids would notice.”
Kota sighed. “Gabriel’s going to be busier than ever.”
“We should probably give him a year off,” Nathan said. “A vacation.”
“He’d want to go to Disney World,” Victor said. “With us.”
Silas smiled. “I like Disney World.”
“I want to go to Harry Potter land at Universal Studios,” Nathan said.
“Oh Gabriel’d like that,” Kota said. “I think he’s a Gryffindor, isn’t he?” Kota turned his hand again, pointing at himself and then at Victor’s cell phone, motioning for him to stop. When Victor paused the recording, he spoke. “That’s pretty good, but if we cut it off now, it sounds more natural than adding a conclusion. We ran it a bit long.”
“Sorry,” Silas and Nathan said at the same time.
“Still,” Kota said, “we’ll have to chop that up a bit to send it.” He looked at Victor. “The whole thing isn’t bad but...”
Victor was hitting at buttons. “I think he’d appreciate hearing the whole thing. Sounds more natural, like you said.”
Kota nodded and then looked over at me. “Does that sound like something he'd appreciate?” he asked me.
I shrugged, only as I didn't have much else to respond to. He seemed confident that Gabriel would appreciate this. I was hesitant to say yes or no, fearing the wrong answer.
It was a wonderful thing to do for him, though. It was an odd way of talking to Gabriel, but if Gabriel felt unconfident, he might appreciate knowing the other people he envied were just as unconfident in certain areas. 
“Sounds good to me,” Victor said. “I’ll send it along.”
“It still seems kind of obvious,” Nathan said.
“It sounds just like if someone had accidentally called him,” Kota said. “Victor can place it in his voicemail box. He’ll check it and will probably assume…”
“That we butt dialed him?” Nathan asked.
Kota smiled. “Something like that.”
“I know it’s his birthday soon,” Victor said. He put the phone down and settled back onto the bed. “I wanted to take him to the spa, but I don’t know if he’d appreciate it right now.”
I considered the car, but it wouldn’t do any good to mention it when North and I couldn’t find it, and he might have already handled it. “Luke said to buy him an art set.”
“That’s what Luke gets him every year,” Kota said.
“He likes those,” Victor said. He patted the bed, motioning to me. “I’ve been thinking of it for weeks. It’s hard to pick something out for him. You can’t just buy him a shirt or a watch. He’s picky about that sort of thing.”
I tiptoed across the room. Silas looked like he’d already fallen asleep. 
Kota smirked as I approached the bed, holding the blanket and sheet open for me so I could climb over him. I settled in with Victor and Kota on either side.
“If you get too warm,” Kota said, “just let me know.”
“When is his birthday?” Nathan asked out loud. “I mean what day is it today?”
The others quieted for a moment, even Kota.
Kota picked up his phone, looking at the screen. “Oh no, his birthday is tomorrow.”
We all sat up then, Silas included.
“Shit,” Nathan said. “Tomorrow? Why didn’t you warn us?”
“I was going to,” Kota said. “I have…except I’ve been saying soon, haven’t I? Then with Mr. McCoy…”
Victor sighed. “Nothing to do about it now. But tomorrow…” He looked at the rest of us, not finishing his sentence. 
“Tomorrow, we’ll figure it out,” Kota said. “Nothing we can do right now.”
I settled down, excited thinking maybe Gabriel would appreciate the small gesture the boys were trying to share, reminding him that none of them thought themselves to be perfect, and yet they all had something nice to say about him. Envy was normal, in small doses. It was a human emotion. Gabriel didn’t have any reason to be envious of the others. Wealth was something Victor didn’t have control over. Strength was something that Silas seemed to have naturally, and Nathan strived for. Gabriel had so many talents, plus a lot of friends ready and willing to support him.
And for his birthday? If we all had to drag him out to the spa, or to the movies, or something, we’d do it. They were a family. They knew what to do for each other.
I tossed around a bit, thinking I’d never be able to sleep. I thought of what to buy for Gabriel for his birthday. It wasn’t long, though before I drifted. 
Victor’s hand was on my back.
Kota’s arm was over mine.
I wanted to be awake to enjoy it.
I dreamed instead.
 



GABRIEL COLEMAN, BEAUTIFUL
 
 
I dreamed I held a heart in my hand. The wind whipped around me, tossing me side to side as I stood in the dark.
The heart pulsed with light, shining almost too bright to look at.
I dropped it.
It shattered.
The pieces got caught in the wind. The light extinguished.
I was alone.
 
A body landed hard on top of me.
I jerked awake, and then fell back, hurt. I squirmed to get away. The more awake I became, the more I was sure it was one of the boys. 
Maybe Nathan had gotten up to go to the bathroom and thought it would be funny to wake me up by crashing on top of me. I was about to push him off when a hand covered my mouth, holding firm.
I wriggled. I fought to breathe. My nose and throat felt funny. There was too much bleach in the sheets. I swallowed and tried to move my head away from the hand.
It stayed firm over my mouth, whoever it was grunting with the effort as I tried to get away.
I struggled to get out from whoever it was. “Get off of me,” I tried to say through the palm over my mouth.
The hand tightened down, gripping even harder to keep me silent. An arm threaded under my waist, picking me up off the bed. He rolled over with me until we both collapsed to the floor.
I ended up in a heap of blanket, someone covering me. 
It was hard to breathe. I scraped at his hand, trying to wedge it off so I could get a fresh breath of air. 
But something was happening. An ambush of some sort. Friendly? Was Luke invading with a water gun? Or were we in danger?
Part of my memory returned. We were in a hotel room. 
My body went rigid. Was McCoy outside?
Was he inside?
I struggled more as panic set in, trying to find a way to turn around to see what was happening. 
“Shhh,” someone whispered close to my ear. The voice wasn’t threatening; more of a request. “Don’t move.”
I couldn’t tell who it was by the whispering, but I thought it was one of the boys. At first, I assumed Victor.
Then I smelled something else. Bubble gum? Fruit? It wasn’t Victor’s scent.
Gabriel?
There was noise outside the hotel room. Walking. Muffled talking. Shuffling. A car started in the distance.
I tried to pick my head up, but whoever was on top of me wasn’t letting me move.
There was a louder voice. A girl’s. She was nearby, near the door to the hotel room.
My senses came alive then and became fully aware. A girl’s voice nearby might mean we were waking up other people in nearby rooms. Or maybe a manager? Who else could it be?
More voices, and then people were walking away.
Silence. Were we alone?
Where was Kota? What about Silas and Nathan and Victor? Where were they?
I struggled to get up, only I was smothered more.
“Don’t move,” the boy on top of me said.
He spoke louder, but it was Luke, not Gabriel. Why did Luke smell like bubblegum? Then I noticed it was a smell coming from his mouth. He’d been chewing some. 
Knowing who it was, I calmed a little. If Luke said not to move, I wouldn’t move.
He slowly pushed me under the bed. I sensed his need to keep quiet. I wedged myself in as much as possible. There was little space, and the area was dusty. My skin on my legs met with what I hoped were just dust bunnies and I jumped.
Luke held firm and crawled in beside me.
Footsteps sounded outside. The door opened. 
Silence. The light turned on. 
“They’re gone,” said Mr. Morris, his voice low, but it was clearly him. There was a pause. “That must have been her leaving with Kota…yeah…uh huh. You’ll have to track him.”
He was talking to someone on a cell phone. How did they find us? Who was he talking to?
I frowned, sad that Mr. Morris seemed to be still heavily involved in tracking us down. He must have thought we’d all left if he came up to the room we’d been in. It’s the only way he’d get so close without us noticing.
Unless they were really moving in to capture us? Her. They wanted me for some reason.
Why were they so interested in finding me now?
After a few moments, Mr. Morris walked away.
Luke stayed still beside me under the bed. I didn’t dare whisper. I worried someone was nearby and would hear.
There was a soft buzzing between us, and I knew it to be Luke’s cell phone since I didn’t have mine. Luke shifted, pulling his phone around, and covered the screen to shield the light. 
“Okay,” he said. “We’ve got to move. Hurry.”
I wasn’t sure where to move exactly, but he crawled out from under the bed, and then kicked blankets out of the way so he could pull me out after.
I scrambled to my feet. “What—” I scanned the room. No one was here. The light by the door was on. The bags they’d brought were still here, abandoned.
How did they leave without waking me? What happened?
“Shhh,” he said. He immediately went to a book bag that had been dropped by the door. He placed it on the table, pulling out a wig, glasses and a pair of sweatpants. “Put these on.”
My eyes widened at the wig.
“They’re still out there,” Luke said. “Someone’s watching this hotel room to make sure they don’t come back tonight. If we’re going to leave, we have to be ready.”
“Won’t they see us leaving this room?” I asked.
“Gabriel’s going to distract them at the right moment.” He shoved the wig at me. “Put this on. We’ll leave quickly and look like we came from the room next door.” He pulled out another wig, a shorter one. He wrapped his hair up in a small bun at the top of his head with a ponytail holder. Then he put the wig on, making him look more like he had hair like Kota’s. He pulled hairpins from the bag and carefully pinned the wig so it hooked into his tied-down hair. He found a plaid shirt inside the bag, along with some slacks.
I did as he did, pulling my hair back on my head into a twist before I put the wig on. It was shoulder-length, black hair. I put on the glasses. They weren’t the right fit for my face, and I kept shoving them up with a finger at the bridge. 
I put the sweats on over the boxers. I had to let go of the hoodie. Luke took it and put it in the bag he’d just emptied and threw it over his shoulder.
Gabriel. He was here. The others had gone. I had no idea what was going on, but I was trying to catch up. How had I slept through all of it until Luke jumped on top of me? I must have been dead asleep, or the boys had moved super quiet until Luke jumped on me. 
The moment we were ready, Luke headed to the door. I tiptoed behind him, stuffing my feet into my shoes.
He held a hand back, looking at me, and did some sign language. “After I open the door, head left to that door and stand there. Don’t look out. Look at the door.”
I nodded. I understood what he was asking me to do. I just wished I knew the full plan and what was going on.
Luke waited for another buzz of his cell phone and then jumped to life, pulling the door open.
I moved ahead of him, toward the door to the left. I turned, not looking out. I waited there, my heart in my throat. 
Luke slammed the door shut and then leapt over until he was standing at the door next to the hotel room we’d been at. He fiddled with the door, pretending to shut that one. Then he put an arm around my shoulders, kept me between the wall and himself, and moved toward the stairs.
Questions continued to pile up but I bit them back, knowing it wasn’t the time.
Luke moved quickly through the building to the parking lot on the other side and went directly to a dark town car. He opened the passenger door for me. I got inside. He ran around to the driver’s side, got in and turned the car on.
I turned to him immediately. “Now?” I asked.
“Shhh,” he said. “Not yet.”
I pushed my lips together. Could someone still be listening to us?
I waited on the edge of my seat. Eager. 
“Turn your head,” he said. “Look at me.” 
I did. The wig was itchy. I reached up, trying to get in between the wig material and my scalp to scratch it. “What?”
“I hate that hair color on you,” a voice said from the back. I jumped, and the wig hair fell into my eyes. I scratched at my face to get it out of the way so I could see who had spoken.
“Shhh,” Luke said.
I leaned over to check the back seat.
Gabriel was down on the floor, crammed in with his legs partially sticking up.
My heart lifted. He was here! We were doing something...I wasn’t sure what, but we were on the move. I wanted to say a lot. There was so much to say. But I couldn’t do it now.
Instead, I reached out to him and caught his knee. I held onto it, because I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t do anything else. I needed to touch him. To connect.
He moved his knee out of my grasp and instead took my hand. He held on to it so tightly, my bones hurt. 
I didn’t care. I was so excited to see him.
“Check it out,” Luke said, his wig-covered head nodding toward the hotel rooms, back where we’d been.
I turned in the seat. People were returning to the hotel room. It looked like Kota and next to him...a girl? She had her hair swept up in a clip. She wore a skirt and limped a little.
“Who is that?” I asked, staring. 
“That’s Sang,” Luke said. “Duh.” He grinned.
“Can I get up now?” Gabriel asked.
Luke said, “Looks like Mr. McCoy and Mr. Morris are now parked together on the other side of the lot. They’re watching.”
My insides bristled. “Who is with Kota?”
“Sang,” Luke said. He looked at me and winked. “Can’t you see?”
Kota and the other Sang moved into the room we’d been in. Luke pulled onto the main road and we were out of sight before I could see anything else going on.
I turned in my seat. “Now what?”
“Now, we get the hell out of Dodge,” Gabriel said, climbing off the floor. He sat back in the seat, breathing in deeply. “I don’t think I could take another minute of that girl.”
“Huh?” I asked. “Who?”
“Sang,” Luke said, smiling. “She’s a little pushy.”
“She thinks she knows how to do everything,” Gabriel said. “The Academy spoils her because she’s a girl.” He looked at me. “Sa—, I mean...Shit. What’s your name?”
I blinked, my eyes wide. I almost said my name, but realized we were pretending we were other people while “Sang” was in the hotel room. I didn’t know how to answer him.
“Stacy,” Luke said. “You’re not very good with names.”
“She doesn’t look like a Stacy,” Gabriel said.
“What do girls named Stacy look like?”
“Shut up,” Gabriel said. He nudged my elbow. “Turn that mirror a bit. I can’t see behind us.”
“I’m trying to drive,” Luke said.
“And I’m trying to see if anyone is following. I can’t see behind this car that’s right behind us.”
I looked for a way to move the side mirror. “I think I have to reach out to move it.”
“That’ll be too obvious,” Luke said. He adjusted the rearview on the windshield. “Use this. I’ll use the side mirrors.”
They’d dressed me up as a different girl, gave me a different name, and then...now what? Where were we going? How long did they have to keep calling me Stacy? The more I learned about this plan, the more the questions piled up. There was a level of secrecy still between them, though. They weren’t going to talk about it here. I sat back in the seat, willing my tongue to stay still and not dump all my questions on them. It was the hardest part of the job right now. 
We were in the car for a good hour. I nodded off a couple of times as the car was quiet. 
Luke pulled into a neighborhood somewhere south of Charleston. He drove on until we came to a house I wasn’t familiar with. It was at the end of a cul-de-sac, one story. The neighborhood had small homes, but tidy yards. Luke pulled into the drive. Gabriel got out of the car, and opened my door. Luke hopped out of the car, and went to the door of the house, and then fiddled with the handle, opening the door and stepping inside.
I hesitated. The neighborhood around us was asleep. I wasn’t sure what time it was. I looked behind us to see if any other cars had followed. The last time I went inside a house with Luke like this, we’d broken in to someone’s home. Were we doing it again?
I didn’t have much choice. Gabriel captured my arm and dragged me in.
The moment I was inside, Gabriel didn’t stop to let me look around. All I caught was a heady scent of cinnamon and pumpkin. Like someone was cooking pies.
I was led into a bathroom, small and with a thick red rug on the floor. The toilet was covered in the same rug material, red. The cabinets were stark white. It was a blurring contrast that hurt my eyes.
Gabriel followed me in and then immediately opened a cabinet door. He pulled out a bag that had been waiting inside. The confident way he moved, he’d been here before. He knew what was here.
“What are we doing?” I whispered. “Where are we?”
“Shhh,” he said. 
I waited quietly as he rooted through the bag. He pulled out another wig, a set of girl clothes, a baseball hat, and some clothes for a guy.
He passed me the wig and the girl clothes. He started undressing quickly and nodded toward the clothes in my hand. “Get those on.”
Again? I groaned a bit, but started moving. I wanted to be in the Academy. This was part of the job. I just wished there had been some sort of warning.
I turned my back for some privacy and got dressed. I was now in jeans that were a little tight in the legs and a dull blue loose sweater that draped down over my hips. It hung off of one shoulder, something I’d seen in fashion magazines. In the bottom of the bag was a pair of boots with fuzz on the cuffs, exactly my size. I put those on and then traded out wigs, a blonde one this time.
Gabriel had taken time out to pull together these outfits for me. What we were doing now, this felt like his plan. I smiled, touching the strands of hair in the wig. This is what Gabriel could do for the team. He had his role. He belonged.
Gabriel had put on baggy cargo pants, and an oversized shirt that really hid his shape. He put on the baseball hat backwards, tucking in his blond locks. He reached into the bag again, pulling out a makeup kit. He opened it, pulling out a sponge and then looked at me. “You say one word of this to the others and I’ll kill you.”
My eyes widened. I was frightened enough. Did he have to be so scary now?
He turned to the mirror, and started putting on a thick layer of makeup. He was making his skin tone darker than what it was naturally. He started with his eyes and with areas that were harder to get around. Once those were done, he did broad strokes around his cheeks and bigger areas. 
When he was done, he looked like he had a deep tan. It was an odd color on him. I didn’t like it. It didn’t look horrible, but it wasn’t Gabriel. The clothes weren’t him, either.
“How do I look?” he asked.
I couldn’t think of anything. I was so elated just to be seeing him and I wanted to say something very nice so he’d know I had missed him. I spit out, “B…beautiful.’
Gabriel raised his eyebrows. “What?”
My cheeks heated and I covered my face with my hands. Oh, that was so stupid.
He turned, checking himself out in the mirror.
“What’s your name now?” I asked.
“’Sup?” he said, and then smirked. “Yo, I’m T.”
I paused. “T?”
He snorted. “Oh my god. I can’t. I’m going to laugh through this. I swear.” He breathed in and then blew it out slowly. He applied the same makeup to his hands and arms and then put the stuff back into the bag and shoved it under the counter. He reached for my face, touching my chin and looking me over. “I hate this one, too,” he said. “Looks like shit.”
I think he meant the wig. This one was blond, a lot lighter than my normal hair color. It was also really long, falling along my back. It was heavy. I scraped at my forehead just to get some of the hair to pull back. Gabriel stuck extra pins into the wig to secure it to my scalp.
“Round two,” he said. He opened the door and shoved me through it, grabbing my hand.
I was getting the hang of this. I wasn’t sure why we were doing it, but we’d moved to a different location and changed our disguises. I suspected there was someone still following us. We were throwing them off by appearing to be someone else, hoping they’d leave us alone?
Gabriel pulled me through the living room and back out the front door. 
Gabriel went right for a Moped parked outside. He got on, and then gestured for me to get on.
No helmets. Kota would kill us. I dug into my wig for one of the pins, hoping they were tight enough to secure it to my head. No wonder Gabriel added a bunch more. 
I climbed on behind him and grasped Gabriel around his stomach to hang on.
He reached down, holding onto my hand for a moment, squeezing. 
My head bent forward, stuffed up against his shoulder. I held on tight. He was back. He was here. If I wasn’t scared about who was chasing us, and so excited to see him, I could have cried.
Luke wasn’t anywhere in sight. The car was missing. Had Luke taken off earlier? I didn’t have time to ask about him. The bike lurched forward as he hit the gas. Gabriel took off on the Moped, made a loop through a neighboring cul-de-sac and out of another street. 
Through the darkness, Gabriel drove the Moped. He took abandoned streets. He weaved into neighborhoods, and then back out into alleyways. He even drove in between buildings a couple of times. 
For miles, he didn’t stop. My heart raced along with the Moped. Whoever he was trying to lose, I thought for sure we lost them long ago. He was being very careful, covering his tracks, backtracking to see if anyone came around. If any car followed us even a little, he’d make a turn.
I held on tight and went along for the ride, content to sit behind him and go wherever he took me. Gabriel was back. To me, that’s all that mattered.
 



TOGETHER, WE WILL
 
 
It was an hour of this weaving through streets and small communities before Gabriel ventured out of the area and got onto the highway. I held with one arm to him, and the other to the wig on my head. He headed north and then hunkered down and kept going. He didn’t stop until he pulled into a small motel. The only thing next door was a gas station. The parking lot was dotted with only a few cars. Miles of farm fields surrounded the tiny hamlet of a town. 
Gabriel pulled the bike in front of the motel’s lobby and then turned off the engine. “Whew,” he said. “Long drive.”
My legs were cramped. I climbed off the bike, wobbling. I took a few shaky steps, willing my calves to flex. I wiped the water from my eyes from squinting into the wind on the bike. My entire body vibrated after having been on the bike for so long. 
Slowly, my heart settled and I studied our surroundings. “Why are we here?”
“To sleep,” he said. “Duh. I’m exhausted.” He stretched up, twisting his arms high in the air. He yanked off the baseball cap, letting his hair down and ruffling it a little so it wasn’t as flat.
I reached up to my wig, feeling the windblown strands and a few tangles. I was surprised it stayed on, but the hair pins kept it secure.
Gabriel took my hand as we entered the lobby. I squeezed his fingers; I didn’t want to be away from him for a moment.
The lobby we entered was small, with a desk and a small sitting area. At first, it looked like no one was there. The door slammed shut on its own behind us. 
An older woman stood up from behind the counter. She was plump with curly hair and tired eyes. She took a long look at both of us and then spoke to Gabriel. “I need to see ID.”
Gabriel smiled, flashy and big. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He found an ID and showed it to her. “What? I look that young? Geez. I’ve got to yank this thing out every time I go to a bar, too. It’s embarrassing.” He nodded to me. “She’s worse. She can’t even buy cigarettes.”
It had to be a fake ID. We were old enough to even rent hotel rooms? Didn’t you have to be eighteen? Gabriel was talking like he was over twenty-one… I studied him. I wasn’t sure if I’d pin him as that old, but possibly.
How did Kota and North rent them?
They all carried around false IDs? I tried to remember to ask some day.
She glanced at the ID, looked at me, back at the ID and then at Gabriel. She took it and moved over to a Xerox machine to make a copy of it. She came back while the machine was warming up and handed Gabriel a card to fill out. “It’s forty-five for two queens, fifty-one and a quarter including tax. We don’t have any smoking rooms left.”
“We’ll behave,” Gabriel said. He filled out the form, and then passed it back. He pulled a wad of cash from his wallet and plucked out three twenty dollar bills.
The lady took the money and made change in a cash drawer. She returned Gabriel’s ID and then passed along his change and a room key. “First floor, second to last door in the second building.”
“Thanks,” Gabriel said. He waved shortly to the woman and then scooped his arm around my neck. “Let’s go.”
Gabriel pulled the Moped around to the second building, parking close to our room. After we were off the bike again, he opened the back hatch, and pulled out a very small duffle bag. 
Most rooms nearby had the shades drawn. The area was quiet. Still, it was creepy. Maybe because it was so late and quiet; the surrounding farmlands and lack of people around making it feel even more isolated. We hurried inside.
The room was similar to the one I’d just been in, smaller though. It smelled like someone had smoked in the room before, but it was stale and faint. The utility carpet had thinned out in spots by the door and just outside the bathroom. 
I closed the door behind us. Gabriel motioned to the locks so I used the latch. He dropped the bag onto the bed and fell back on the bedspread. “Fuck. Me. Ugh. I’m second-guessing my choice in vehicles. My face feels like raw plastic.”
“Can I talk now?” I asked. “Am I still Stacy?”
“God, no,” he said. He wiped at his face, and sat up. “I mean no, don’t be Stacy and yeah, talk. Fuck. Shit. I hate makeup. This is gross.”
I smiled. I fidgeted from one foot to the other. He was here. He came for me. He... 
My eyes widened. Had he just kidnapped me? Running off into the night, leaving the others behind? Had Luke helped him?
I hadn’t thought much while on the back of the bike, frightened and excited to be running and back with Gabriel. We may have been running from McCoy, but did we need to go this far? 
Who was that girl?
I tugged the bobby pins out of the wig so I could take it off. The good thing about it was that while the wig had stayed on, my hair underneath was fine. The wig was a messy bird’s nest, though. It’d take a while to comb it all out if I needed to wear it again. 
 I dropped the wig onto the table and then sat in the chair to kick off the boots. I undid the top button of the jeans. “These jeans are too tight.”
“They’re supposed to be,” Gabriel said, going to the bag and looking in it, sorting through the contents. “They’re skinny jeans. You’re not used to them because I don’t buy them for you.” He yanked the huge shirt off his body and tossed it down onto the floor. His face and arms were still tan from the makeup, but I caught an eyeful of his lean chest and his fine collarbones. “Ugh, I’m going to go shower this shit off.” 
He turned, and I got up to follow him. I thought I could sit outside the bathroom door somewhere and be nearby and talk to him.
I checked the clock on the side table as we passed. It was three in the morning. “Why did we rent a room? We’re just going to have to leave in a few hours and go back to school.”
“You’re not going to school,” he said. He shoved the bathroom door open, revealing a sink and toilet crammed into the space beside a stall shower. He left the door open wide and then pointed to the counter. “Sit there.”
I was surprised at the invitation, but sat where he wanted me. My legs hung over the counter and the jeans cinched up in the knees, feeling tight in places I didn’t like. I ignored it for now; I just wanted to be near him. 
I didn’t know where to start. He’d been gone, and upset. North went to go fix the situation. The next thing I know, Gabriel’s here and we’re away from the others. Was this fixing things? I couldn’t wait any longer and questions poured from my lips. “What happened? What was all that? Why am I not going to school tomorrow? Who was that girl? Are you okay?”
Gabriel took in another deep breath and then opened the shower. He started the hot water and then tested the stream with his fingers. “Long story.”
I waited, expecting him to start talking. Instead he moved over to the other side of the counter, picking up the tiny bottles of shampoo and looking at them, frowning.
They weren’t his own formulas so he wasn’t happy. “Gabriel?” I asked quietly, trying to get him to focus on the questions.
“McCoy was always on our tail,” he said. “I couldn’t shake him. And he was getting close. He wasn’t going to ease up until he got a visual.”
“So he was following my phone signal all along?”
“Someone was,” he sighed and then went to the shower again with the bottles. He put them down, tested the water again, made some adjustments to the taps. He turned toward me and twirled his finger. “Turn your head, close your eyes.”
I did. I heard the rustle of him taking his clothes off and then the sound of the water was interrupted as he got in. Once I heard the squeak of the curtain being drawn across, I peeked out. The curtain was closed completely. “Who? Hendricks? Morris?”
“I’m taking a wild guess here,” Gabriel said. “But I’m thinking it’s Volto. So whoever that is.”
I pressed my lips hard together. That didn’t sound right. Volto had said he wanted the Academy guys to go away for his own reasons. It hadn’t seemed like he wanted to help Mr. Hendricks or even Mr. McCoy. “Are you sure? He’s the one that led us to Mr. McCoy at the homecoming dance. I didn’t think he’d help them.”
“I don’t know,” he said. “But McCoy doesn’t have the resources to be able to follow your phone. Neither does Mr. Hendricks or even Morris. They’re getting their information from someone else. Someone with the technology to be able to follow your phone signal, even when Victor is bouncing it around. We think. Or Victor thinks. Whatever. McCoy was able to follow us around and we couldn’t shake him.”
“So, Mr. Morris didn’t tell him where we were? I mean we met him after school.”
“I think they don’t stay in touch all the time,” he said. “Mr. McCoy thought he was tracking you down and being smart, so why did he have to talk to him? He’s operating on his own, and only uses the others when he needs.”
“He must have informed Mr. Morris at some time.”
“We had to figure out a way to get him to back off because he was getting too close. The longer he chased us, the more angry he got. It wasn’t until he felt he lost you that he started calling out to Morris and the other person he’s got working for him.” He moved in the shower, the wet tiles squeaking a bit as he shifted. “He’s desperate. They’re hoping the longer he goes without being able to get to you, the more he’ll slip up. He’s got to be close.”
“How did they find us at the hotel?”
“Phone signals from the others,” he said. “Eventually, we let McCoy catch up to Luke with the phone. He realized you weren’t with us and left.” He grunted. “Fucker is after you for some reason. He’s telling Morris you’re dangerous.”
“I heard him,” I said. “Morris was talking to Kota and North and me. He...”
“Don’t trust him,” he said. 
I nodded. I believed it now. With McCoy hunting me and Morris willing to help even after I warned him about McCoy, it meant he didn’t believe me. Or didn’t want to. Maybe he’d known McCoy longer and trusted him over a girl he didn’t know. I didn’t have an answer, but I would make sure I let Mr. Blackbourne make decisions on how to handle Mr. Morris from now on. “Kota gave him an address. One to the Academy.”
“It was a lie,” Gabriel said. “Mr. Morris has someone looking at the place now. They’ve spent all night tracking you down and they’re still out there somewhere. Although now they’re following a fake Sang. Hopefully they’ll be able to keep them away for a while.”
My heart dropped. A while. How long could we keep this up? “Who was the girl?”
“Another girl from the Academy. Someone about your size. She doesn’t really look like you up close, but with the right wig and clothes, anyone trying to look in on her through a car window or from a distance might not notice. She’ll stay at the hotel tonight with the others. Then someone will drive her around the city tomorrow. Wait for McCoy to fuck up somewhere. We want him to talk to Hendricks, and vent, maybe tell us what he plans to do with you. We’re hoping he’ll dish the dirt on Hendricks and what he knows while in a conversation with him.”
She’d spend the night with them? They’d be alone in a hotel room with another girl. I knew I couldn’t think of it that way. 
She was helping. She was Academy. I needed to remember that.
I sat back against the mirror. “Why?” I asked. “What could McCoy do if he found me? Why is he chasing me so late at night, like he’s going to do something?”
“Because Kota talked to Morris,” he said. “When McCoy finally called him, Morris told McCoy what he said. McCoy thinks we’re spreading lies about him, messing up his reputation. He wanted you before, but now he’s really pissed. So we’ve got to get you out of the way for now. But now they’ve got Mr. Blackbourne following McCoy. See? He’s in deep shit now if Mr. Blackbourne’s the one hunting him.”
Uh oh. Was that better? “Will that make a difference?” I asked.
“Sure will,” he said. Gabriel shifted in the shower and I could tell he was applying soap and scrubbing off the makeup. “Once he gets any information he wants from McCoy, they’ll snap him up. Of course we have to do it carefully now. Mr. Morris is on his side. And Mr. Hendricks is waiting for information. If we snag him too quickly, they’ll know it’s us. We need to do it right.”
It seemed like a crazy idea. “Do I stay out of school until then?”
“Tomorrow, yes. After that, I don’t know. This other girl is supposed to draw them away and make it look like you’re driving around downtown on your own all day. She’ll have a couple of people with her, maybe another girl or two. You and I have to float around outside of town. We’ve got one burner cell phone to use in that bag. The battery isn’t in it so there’s no GPS signal unless we turn it on. It’s just for emergencies.”
We were completely out of reach of the others. “Then what? We spend a day away and then?”
“We go back,” he said. He turned the shower off and then stood still behind the curtain. “We’ll stop by the hospital first to get news and more instructions. Our only job now is to stay out of Charleston and avoid being seen too much just in case. Can you bring the bag?”
I jumped off the counter to go get his bag so he could change and then we could talk face to face.
By the time I got back with the bag, he had the door closed. I knocked and he reached out with one hand. I smiled as I hooked the bag over his fingers. I had been in a towel before and he’d open the door right up. Gabriel was more modest with himself than he was with me. 
Gabriel came out dressed in sweatpants and a T-shirt, his hair still damp. He glanced at me and wrinkled his brow. “Are you okay in that to sleep? Do you want a shower?”
 I grimaced at the shower comment. I was too tired now to even give myself a hobo bath. I looked at my clothes. The sweater was soft, long so it covered my butt. The jeans were tight though. “I can take the jeans off.”
He pursed his lips and nodded. He moved to one of the beds to remove the bedspread and prep the pillows. This room wasn’t as bad with the bleach. Maybe it meant they didn’t use as much of it. I wondered if that was good or bad.
I peeled of the jeans and then slipped in between the sheets next to Gabriel. Gabriel reached to turn off the light by the bed and then hopped up and turned all the lights off in the room.
In the dark, I heard as Gabriel got into the bed next to me.
At first, I was hesitant to reach out to him. I’d done so on the bike, but I’d had to so I could hold on. Now, I wasn’t sure. Had I made him mad before? It was hard to judge his mood. Was he still cranky?
He stretched out on his back until his arm crossed over me. I got an elbow in my arm. “Oy,” he said. “Oh my god, Sang. I’ve been running around all day. I’m so fucking tired.”
“Sleep?” I asked.
“Yes.” He turned over and shifted until he had his arm partially around me. “Fuck me. I want to talk to you but I’m too tired. There’s so much going on.”
His comforting arm was what I needed. I snuggled into him. He rested his head on the pillow beside me and kissed my forehead. Once we’d wiggled close to each other, he rested his head against mine.
“Gabriel?” I said quietly. I wanted him to sleep, but I couldn’t help it. So much had gone on and I needed to know. “Did...did North find you?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Dumb shit. He thought I was leaving the Academy for some reason.”
Uh oh. How much did I need to admit? “Luke...said you’d gone rogue.”
“He said we’d abandoned the original plan and went to go grab another girl that looked like you.” He lifted his head slightly, looking into my eyes. “He didn’t say rogue. Who said rogue?”
I needed to tell him. Keeping secrets wasn’t working. If I needed to tell anyone the full truth, it had to be Gabriel. “I was talking to Liam on your phone.”
“Huh? So he said? How did he know?”
“He said Luke said you’d gone rogue.”
Gabriel was quiet for a minute and then he pulled away, putting a hand on his forehead. “Oh my god. I was in the middle of coming up with the new plan and I told Luke to tell him to shut up because we were...I forget what I said exactly, but I was saying fuck this noise about the plan. He probably thought I meant his…Lily’s…whoever. Their plan.”
“Oh,” I said quietly. “I was worried. I showed the texts to North.”
“Well, probably good you did,” he said. “We needed him to pull this off. We needed a third, see? Someone outside to go in with the girl that looked like you. I forget her name. She’s a brat, though. She kept piling up favors. ‘You’re gonna owe me a whole lot of favors after this.’ Geez. I wish I’d never worked with her, but she was the quickest one to respond. I’m glad Luke stole her bubblegum.”
I broke out into a laugh, imagining Luke picking a girl’s pocket just for her gum. 
“Anyway, North yelled at me a lot, but then he came up with the plan where I got to kidnap you and he and the others stayed behind.” He reached out and pushed a lock of hair back behind my ear.
That didn’t sound like North. “North didn’t want to do this himself?”
“No. He called it a birthday present from the team.”
I was quiet for a long moment. Somehow in the midst of all the chaos, North devised a way to get Gabriel and I together for the evening. He knew I’d been worried about him.
North. I pushed my hand over my heart. He’d helped me. Us. He said we were in this together. My eyes watered, and I wished I could thank him. “Happy birthday,” I said softly to Gabriel.
Gabriel rolled over, pulling me in again. “I don’t even care right now. Fuck it all. We’ve got a whole day to ourselves tomorrow. Maybe we’ll go to the aquarium. Or maybe up to Myrtle Beach. I wonder if the park is open this late in the year.”
I sucked in some air to calm myself. “Where’d you get the bike?” I asked.
“Went and bought it,” he said. “Did it after school. It’s what we were doing, leading McCoy around for a while. Lost him for a bit to see if he’d catch up.”
“You...bought it?”
“Yeah. For myself for my birthday. Spent nearly everything I had on it.”
A Moped. Something North probably wouldn’t approve of. No wonder we couldn’t find it on that road. I rolled my eyes in the dark, amused, and eager to talk to North and laugh about it. He had been right. The muscle car wasn’t Gabriel’s style. We assumed he wanted a car. “So you like Mopeds?”
“I didn’t want a full motorcycle,” he said. “I like this one. Custom made. I want to do some things to it. Dress it up. I’m thinking...I don’t know. I keep going back and forth on it.” He sighed. “I don’t want to think of it right now. I’ll be up all night.”
I sighed and settled back into the bed. It’d been a crazy evening.
Silence surrounded us. I still wasn’t sleeping though. I turned over in his arms. I swished my legs between the sheets.
“Trouble,” he moaned. “Stop.”
“Gabriel?”
“Hm?”
There was so much to ask him. Questions floated through my head. 
He squeezed me before I could come up the best one to ask first. He dipped his head close and kissed my temple. “You know, North talked to Luke and me. About…about the plan.”
“Oh?”
His fingertips brushed the skin along my arm. He traced it delicately, causing goosebumps, but I liked it when he touched me. 
“At first, he threatened me, saying if I left, you’d be heartbroken. Said that he left and you were crying because you thought I’d run off, and he was going to drag me back to you. Said if I ever left you again, he’d beat the shit out of me.”
My heart pounded in my chest while the rest of me froze. I didn’t dare move or breathe. North said all that?
“The truth is, I almost considered leaving,” he said quietly. “When I thought about it, I was sure it wouldn’t work. We’re young. We’ve been through a lot of shit. We think we know what we want. I didn’t know how I was so stupid before. Thinking we’d just go on like we’ve been doing.”
“I was willing,” I said quietly.
“It was North that made me think. He kept asking the same thing. ‘What do you want? How do you feel about her?’ I said I didn’t know. He called me a liar. I almost punched him.”
I snuggled into him more. “Gabriel…”
He tilted his head toward me, pressing his nose to my forehead. “Sang,” he said. “The thought of leaving, I hated it. My heart hurt. Bad. I didn’t want to. I told him that. He said that’s how you know it’s the wrong thing to do. If your heart hurts just thinking about leaving, don’t leave. He asked me how I felt about staying. I wasn’t sure, but it didn’t hurt.” He pressed his lips to my forehead then and as he spoke, his lips tickled my skin. “He said then it might be because the path isn’t clear, but maybe it was still in the right direction.” He kissed my forehead. “Motherfucker’s a psychologist.”
I smiled. “I wasn’t sure how I felt about it,” I said. “It feels like a selfish thing to want.”
“I feel selfish asking you to stay with me,” he said. “With just me. To maybe sign up as a couple team for the Academy. Or even just run off somewhere.” He pressed his palm against where he’d traced on my arm, rubbing, like erasing the imaginary lines. He started tracing again. “Fuck it all, Sang. Let’s just do it their way. Or our own way. I don’t want anyone else. Maybe we’re young and stupid and when we’re older, we’ll split up and blame it on being young and stupid. At least we tried it out.”
I wanted to answer him. I wasn’t sure what we were in for, thinking to do it like this. “I don’t know what to do,” I said. “All I know is, I want to stay with you. I’d like to stay with the team. I…I’ll try, but only if everyone says they want to. I don’t even know what it’ll mean.”
“I don’t either,” he said. He kissed my temple again. “But who cares, right?” He shifted until he was propped up on an elbow, looking down at me, barely visible in the darkness. I was on my back, gazing up at him. He smoothed a lock of my hair away from my forehead, and then combed my hair with his fingers. “Who cares what it means? If you want us to stay a team, and we want to, too, then that’s what we do. They said stick with you, no other girlfriends for us. Well, fuck other girls. I’m busy. I can only handle one.”
I smiled, unable to help it. “The others…”
“Listen,” he said, his palm touching my face. “I don’t know what they’ll think. Here’s the thing, though. Those that want to stay, they’ll stay. Those that don’t like it, they’ll leave. In the end, it’s those that stay that…well… if you want us to, we stick by each other. If it’s all of us, or if it’s only a few of us.”
“But we can’t break up the team,” I said. “I can’t do that.”
“If we’re going to be a team, we all have to agree to it, or we’re not a team anyway. We’re in this together or we’re not together. Right? I mean that’s how other relationships work. Sometimes you have twenty friends. Sometimes you outgrow a few and you end up with only two. You might gain new ones.” He leaned in and kissed my brow. “No matter what, though, I’m staying with you. If you’ll let me. If you want me to.”
I reached out to him, wanting to hug him. 
He pulled me in, and his lips fell against mine.
I wanted to talk more, but I melted into it the moment his mouth met mine. I answered him in a kiss instead of speaking out loud. 
Yes. I wanted to stay with him. I wanted to stay with the team. Mr. Blackbourne and the others were right. We couldn’t force it. We could only ask if they’d like to stay. If not…I couldn’t think of that now.
Whatever path we were on now, we were in it together. I vowed to do what was necessary to ensure they were happy. Being with them was what I wanted. No Academy rules or requests could stop that.
As Gabriel kissed me, I realized in that moment our happiness depended on two things: on staying together and ensuring the Academy could protect us. It might mean working with the Academy and proving to them, once we were ready, that we wanted to stay together.
If I wanted to do that, I needed to face my fears. If the Academy wouldn’t be totally happy about our choice to stay together, we could at least prove ourselves in other ways.
That meant looking into my past. The Academy would want to know. It would be required to join.
I’d spend the day with Gabriel for his birthday, but as we snuggled close and drifted off to sleep, I knew that tomorrow, I’d talk with him about it. I’d want him to go with me to find the truth. 
I’d have to discover my past to gain the future I wanted.
 
 



~ A ~
 
Gabriel Coleman sat in an observation room, watching as Sang and Marie Sorenson headed in to talk with Mrs. Sorenson. Sang’s features were grave, magnified by the dark circles under her eyes. It was one of the few times Gabriel thought of makeup for her face, only he disliked using it. Once she had a week or two of proper full night’s sleep, she’d get rid of those shadows.
Her eyes were too beautiful to be shadowed. The green was too perfect a color to replicate in paint or inks. He’d tried many times, especially in the last week. Especially the other day when he’d been lost in his own thoughts and the only thing he could draw was her face, over and over, trying to get it right. Never doing it justice.
The wall had a wooden rail, reminding him of a ballet barre and Gabriel gripped it, leaning so close to the window, that his forehead pressed against the glass. He’d smudge it, but he didn’t care. It was a small, one-way mirror meant for doctors to observe patients while they slept, or if they got tied down and went into a tirade. 
Mrs. Sorenson hadn’t attacked nurses physically, but from what Dr. Green said, she often was abusive, showing a narcissistic personality, belittling the nurse when she was alone but then when others were around, she played like she’d not said anything at all. Nurses felt safer going in as a group. 
It seemed even if Mrs. Sorenson wasn’t sick, she’d still be a burden to Sang and Marie. If they stuck together while visiting Mrs. Sorenson, they’d less likely have issues.
This made it seem like Sang going in with Marie was a better idea. If they were together, maybe Mrs. Sorenson would behave.
At least Mrs. Sorenson had been moved to the Academy hospital. She hadn’t had visitors since Mr. Sorenson left to be with his other family. 
Gabriel still wasn’t sure if this was a good idea or not. Sang hadn’t liked the idea of confronting her stepmother at all.
She’d insisted, though. She was right: the Academy would make her delve into her past. If she learned it from her stepmom, or at least got started there, it’d be better in the end. 
He had to respect that request. He rocked his head right and left against the window. He couldn’t refuse her. Not now. If he was going to make their plan work, he needed to stand by her.
The girls waited quietly, and spoke together in whispers in the room. Mrs. Sorenson was asleep. Gabriel assumed they talked about how to best approach her.
He held his broken phone in his hands, feeling the cracks that Sang had made into the screen. It almost looked like a tree. He didn’t want to replace it. She could break all his things. 
He looked down, tapping at his phone. It was open to the voicemail box. He hit play on the last message, listening again to the mistaken butt dial and the other guys talking in the background.
Kota sighed. “Gabriel’s going to be busier than ever.”
“We should probably give him a year off,” Nathan said. “A vacation.”
Gabriel smirked and turned it off at that point. He suspected this might have been set up, but it wasn’t like he could confront them about it…or that he would tell them about it. Even if it was fake, he appreciated the effort. He’d been really mad over the last day, angry with them over things that weren’t their faults. It wasn’t fair of him and he blamed it on being tired and stressed out.
He’d make up for being so moody to them later. He especially needed to apologize to Victor. 
And maybe talk to him about this new plan with Sang. If they were to stay together, they’d have to ensure to win her over. Victor was right, they’d have to make time to take her to the spa and do other things with her. 
He glanced in again at Sang, standing by with Marie as they waited for signs of Mrs. Sorenson to wake up and notice them. Sang shifted from foot to foot, scratching at her arm, touching her cheek. 
Gabriel sighed. She was nervous. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.
He couldn’t lose her now. It hurt too much to even think about leaving her, or to think she’d ever leave.
Lily had been right. Mr. Blackbourne was right. Liam and the others were right. Somehow, they’d worked so hard at becoming a family, at being together, that they didn’t think of the dynamics that could come up as a result of having a girl on the team. That she was a beautiful girl and there was so much to love about her.
She needed someone to love her. 
He needed it, too. Looking in on her on the other side of the one-way mirror, she couldn’t see him, but he hoped she knew he was there.
He reached a finger up, tracing a small heart along the glass, around her face. 
A door opened in the observation room behind where he stood. Gabriel dropped his hand quickly. Dr. Green came in; Gabriel could see his reflection in the window. He didn’t turn to greet him. He couldn’t peel his eyes away from Sang. He didn’t trust to not watch her now. Not when Mr. McCoy and even Mr. Morris were still out there looking for her. They were away for now, on the other side of the city chasing Kota and North in different directions with the new girl, waiting for Mr. McCoy to blow his top and talk. 
This was part of the war they fought now. It would take a while before it was over. It wasn’t exactly what they signed up for.
It wasn’t what Sang signed up for.
Dr. Green sidled up next to Gabriel.
They watched quietly as Sang stood back, letting Marie greet her mother. Mrs. Sorenson looked surprised to see them. Her arm had an IV needle in it. Her finger had a heart pulse monitor clip stuck to it, and a machine was nearby, with a screen showing readouts. 
Marie called to her quietly. Mrs. Sorenson’s eyes focused on Marie and then scanned the room. She spotted Sang and frowned. She opened her mouth but then looked beyond Sang. The door was open. Mrs. Sorenson put on a thick smile and loudly proclaimed to have missed Marie and asked for a hug.
Even Marie seemed to hesitate at this request. Marie was wearing a light sweater and jeans, and had pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She didn’t look much like her half-sister. She moved forward quietly to give her mother an awkward hug. 
Mrs. Sorenson didn’t ask the same of Sang.
“She’s barely acknowledged her,” Gabriel said. He gripped at the handrail tighter. “She won’t even say hello.”
“Marie knows what to say,” Dr. Green said. “She was willing to participate. She’s a bit happier now that she has the house to herself. These little favors are easy for her now.’
“Yeah,” Gabriel said, “but Sang doesn’t need to be in there. Shit, the woman can’t even say hi to her. After everything she’s been through... Is she just going to sit there and act like Sang’s invisible?”
“Hey,” Dr. Green said. He put an arm around Gabriel’s shoulder. “I know it isn’t easy. Sang probably needed to see her stepmother at least once more anyway, without her screaming and acting crazy. There’s some closure going on in there. Look at her.”
Gabriel lifted his head. Sang was standing off to the side, away from the bed. Her bright green eyes were fixed on her mother and half-sister. Her hair was twisted in a clip away from her face, showing her determined expression. 
“She’s not flinching,” Dr. Green said. He clapped Gabriel on the back and then released him. “See? She’s not afraid. She knows she can’t hurt her anymore, so she’s willing to smile, to stand aside and listen. If she gets a chance to speak, and wants to, she will. Otherwise, she at least sees her stepmother will live and life can move on.”
“It’s got to hurt, though,” Gabriel said. He wasn’t so sure Sang was feeling confident. Sang occasionally touched her lip, or continued to shift on her feet. Maybe Dr. Green didn’t notice, but Gabriel did. In Sang’s eyes, there was fear, small, but it was there. “Her mother’s a control freak who tried to break her.”
“But she didn’t,” Dr. Green said. “Sang’s got a strong, bounce-back personality. Part of that was survival instinct. Part of it, I want to believe, is because she’s just too adorable.”
Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Yeah. She’s cute.” He turned his head now and looked at Dr. Green. Gabriel didn’t like the doctor’s coat. It didn’t work with a lot of the clothes he’d picked out for him. It made him look like he was wearing a tent. With all that white, it needed a splash of color. The nurses at least got color with their scrubs. The cartoon covered ones drove him a little crazy, but he understood. 
Gabriel wiped a palm across his forehead. He needed to stop thinking about clothes. He needed to focus. 
“I got word from Mr. Blackbourne about McCoy,” Dr. Green said. 
Gabriel leaned against the wall, his arms folded against his chest. He kept an eye on Sang as he spoke. “Yeah? Did they shoot him yet?”
Dr. Green laughed. “Not yet. Mr. Blackbourne had them get Mr. McCoy to chase them into the heart of our little fake Academy building. Mr. Morris observed them entering and remained outside. McCoy went in.”
Gabriel snapped his head around, staring at Dr. Green. “You serious? He went inside? Did we have anything set up?”
“Looked like a school to him, I think,” Dr. Green said. “At least until he asked to see the Principal, and tried to persuade her to release Sang Sorenson to him.”
“What?” Gabriel asked. “What an idiot.”
“They’ve detained him inside the school today. Kota came back out and told Mr. Morris that Mr. McCoy was inside talking with teachers and getting information. Mr. Morris went home to sleep. They’d been up all night and had to call in a substitute for Morris for his class today.”
“What now?” Gabriel asked. “We’ll hold on to him?”
“We’ve separated them,” Dr. Green said. “We’ve severed their communication and we’re going to start with filtering lies to each of them as they text each other. He’s convinced Mr. Morris that Sang’s basically a criminal. We’re not sure how much Mr. Morris believes, but McCoy had something really dirty on him. Bad enough that Morris would do whatever he said to get him off his back.” He pointed a finger gently at the window toward Sang. “Sang started a turf war. She doesn’t even know it. She’s got them riled up and fighting amongst themselves. It’s really, really good. We couldn’t even have gotten them this riled up. They’re going to spill the beans soon.”
“That’s good,” Gabriel said. He smiled and turned his head toward Sang. Mrs. Sorenson was going on and on about the treatment she’d received by the nurses. Marie nodded. Sang stood quietly, waiting. “Do we go to school tomorrow?”
“Maybe to school,” he said. “But we’re thinking Sang might have her schedule changed. Maybe everyone’s schedule will change.”
“They can do that mid-year?” Gabriel asked.
“Happens all the time,” Dr. Green said. He smiled. “It’s like moving to a new school mid-year. You just pick up what you’ve missed...or in our case, something different.”
Gabriel groaned. He slid his fingers through his hair. “That’s more homework. More shit.”
“Maybe not,” Dr. Green said. “Not if I or Mr. Blackbourne are the teachers for the rest of the year.”
Gabriel grinned. “What? Seriously?”
“It might not happen for another week, or two,” he said. “Maybe not even until after the holidays. There’s a few things we have to work out. But Kota informed us of the complaints about homework and classes getting in the way of the mission. He’s been listening. He brought it to Mr. Blackbourne.” Dr. Green reached out and chopped Gabriel on the head. “You know what that means?”
“Aw shit,” Gabriel said. He rolled his eyes. “Oh no.” This was horrible. They’d basically told Mr. Blackbourne that they hated schoolwork and homework assignments and classes. Mr. Blackbourne would have them busting their asses until the end of the school term. Getting out of class didn’t mean they’d be taking it easy. Now they’d have to work twice as hard. 
“Yup,” Dr. Green said. His green eyes lit up and he laughed. “Congratulations. I’m so glad I’m out of school.”
Gabriel pushed his forehead against the cool glass again. Absently, he reached up, feeling for the three black earrings. He watched Sang, but his mind drifted. “She’s coming with us, isn’t she?” 
“Yeah,” Dr. Green said quietly. He folded his arms and came over to the window, looking in on her. “Don’t think we could get rid of her now if we tried.”
“Do…” Gabriel pursed his lips. He didn’t like the question he wanted to ask. Do you like her, too? He couldn’t stand the thought. Sure, he was on board with Lily’s way of getting Sang on the team. He was willing to fight for it. Right now, though, his heart couldn’t take knowing how much the others cared for her. 
He cared too much to think of sharing her affection. If he didn’t ask, he didn’t know how they felt. He didn’t see them if she went off on her own with the others. He saw only when she was with him.
He wanted to make sure he’d get as much time with her as he could.
Dr. Green turned, checking out the observation room. Gabriel’s bag was nearby, open and with clothes and other things for Sang and himself. Dr. Green went to it, pulling out a spiral notebook. “Anything new?”
Gabriel nodded. Of course there was. Dr. Green often checked out Gabriel’s sketches. He said he appreciates fine art. Gabriel tried calling him on his bullshit, but secretly, he liked Dr. Green checking in on his work. He liked getting the feedback and suggestions from him. He might not draw, but Dr. Green had a fine eye for colors, fashion… a lot of things. He didn’t have much time, though. Gabriel hoped later after this school mission was over and his internship was concluded, he’d have more. He missed going shopping with him.
Dr. Green flipped through the notebook. He turned pages and then slowed when he got to sections he hadn’t seen yet. He stopped at the later pages and smiled. “You’ve captured her smile pretty well.”
Gabriel stared hard at Sang, his eyes reflexively looking at her mouth. He’d been thinking about the mural she liked. He thought of painting her into the scene, but he didn’t like it for some reason. “I thought about painting her into my forest mural,” he said. “It’s not working out like I’d hoped.”
Dr. Green turned the page, holding the book away at arm’s length, checking it from a distance. “She’s alone.”
Gabriel looked back at him. “Huh?”
Dr. Green pointed to the drawings. “You always paint her alone.”
“So?”
“So paint her with someone. It doesn’t look right when she’s alone.”
Gabriel blinked at him. Would that work? He sucked in a breath, holding it. Suddenly, his eyes blurred, because he saw lines, colors. He was picturing faces. Kota’s? Luke’s? He’d drawn them a few times. Luke had fine features that were difficult to replicate on paper without him looking like a girl in the end. 
He was so lost in thought about colors and shapes, that he didn’t notice Dr. Green had approached him again until he placed a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “No, dummy,” he said with a grin. “Paint yourself into the picture with her.”
Gabriel made a face and shook his head. “Naw.”
“Do it,” Dr. Green said. He pointed at his chest. “I’ve never steered you wrong before. Trust me. Draw yourself with her…How you’d like to be with her.”
Gabriel’s heart sped up in his chest. Draw how he’d like to be with Sang.
Before he could let himself get too far with that day dream, Mrs. Sorenson’s voice rose. “What do you want?”
Gabriel and Dr. Green turned their attention to the room. Sang had taken a step forward, looking to be acknowledged. She stood nearby the foot of the bed now, hands clasped behind her back, twisting her fingers. 
Gabriel strained at the sight of this. She didn’t want to be there. Gabriel wanted to leave, to go into that room and stand beside her. She needed someone. He knew it.
He forced himself to stand still. He’d hold back now, but if that woman says one word to Sang, he’d fly in there.
Sang looked down at the blanket on the bed, but she spoke to her stepmother.
“I’m sorry you’re sick,” she said. “I hope you get better.”
“I’ll live,” Mrs. Sorenson said. Her lips twisted like she wanted to say more, but she stopped herself.
“I don’t want to bother you,” Sang said.
Gabriel reached out to touch the window, touching where Sang’s back was to him, hoping he could sense him somehow. He wished he’d gone in there with her. Sang was going to push for answers now. He knew. He could feel it. She was tired of waiting. She wanted to get the answers and get out of there. Brave, idiot girl. No, smart girl. She was brilliant. Clever. Funny. Beautiful.
And she kissed him back. She liked him.
He focused. He couldn’t get lost now.
“What do you want?” Mrs. Sorenson asked.
“I just wanted to know if you could tell me who my real mother was.” Sang held her hands out, open, palms up. “I won’t ask you anything else. I’ll go away and I won’t bother you. I…I know she’s dead. If you don’t want me…if my dad doesn’t want me, then maybe my mother has family and…”
“Do I look like an idiot?” Mrs. Sorenson spat, her voice low, almost too low to hear through the observation window. Dr. Green and Gabriel leaned in closer. “Is this so you can dig her up and send the police after your father and I? Have us both arrested?”
“No,” Sang said, her voice pitching higher. She pressed her hands against her chest. “No, not that. If you wanted me out of your hair, though, I…”
“Go ask your father if you want to know,” she said.
“He won’t tell me.”
Mrs. Sorenson turned her head, staring at the wall. She moved her lips, but her mouth remained shut.
“She does that when the nurses tell her something she doesn’t want to hear,” Dr. Green said. “She refuses to listen or say another word.” Dr. Green sighed and shook his head. “That’s it. She won’t tell us.”
Gabriel’s heart dropped. He rocked his head back. Shit. It meant if Sang wanted to know, she’d have to approach the old man directly. How, he wasn’t sure. She had called and left messages and he never came back to check on them. Even fake notices from the school did nothing. Word had it that the new mistress…lover…woman kept a pretty tight hold on him. She called every day to ask how he was. She expected him home by dinner. He couldn’t go on business trips anymore. 
He probably deserved a woman who would keep him tied down and watch over his every move, but right now, they needed info. That was hard to do when they couldn’t get even a second to send a guy in to ask questions.
Sang eventually understood her stepmother wouldn’t talk to her any more. Her head lowered, and she waited there, like she wanted to wait her out, like she couldn’t believe her step-mother, the woman who raised her from a baby, could ever reject even one question.
Gabriel swallowed hard, his eyes watering. She still held hope that Mrs. Sorenson was a better woman than she was. God, Sang was beautiful. Always hopeful for the best. How dare anyone try to crush and break someone so…perfect. She never said one bad thing about her step-mom, her dad…even her sister when she was being a brat. 
She deserved so much better. 
Gabriel’s heart sunk then, low and while hopeful, it was a terrible thought to him. Maybe if she found the answer someday of who her real mother was…maybe she would find a grandparent or aunt who really would embrace her as family. She deserved someone like that. 
He’d be that someone, at least, though he thought it might be different if she ever found a mother-like person who actually cared. 
Like Pam. Pam wasn’t perfect. She was harsh at times, even, but she tried. She actually cared if Gabriel was happy. She had shit taste in men, and had a bad life, but under it all, she tried. That’s all that mattered to him. He may not stick around, but he’d always make sure she was safe.
Sang glanced once at the window and then looked at Marie. Marie sent her a small smile and then nodded toward the door. Sang walked out into the hallway and shut the door behind her.
Gabriel started to leave so he could go meet her, but Dr. Green made it to the door ahead of him and met Sang out in the hall. Gabriel turned back to grab his bag when he heard Marie and Mrs. Sorenson talking.
Gabriel went back to the window, looking in on them. He wanted to go to Sang, to hug her and tell her it didn’t mean anything. That they would find a way. He waited, though in case they revealed anything... 
“She thinks she can come in here and demand to ask me anything,” Mrs. Sorenson spat. “Spoiled brat.”
Marie nodded. “She’s too much like dad.”
Mrs. Sorenson made a sour face. “She’ll end up just like her mother.”
“Did you know her?” Marie asked.
Gabriel leaned in again, his heart racing. “Say it,” he whispered quietly. “Come on. Say it.”
Mrs. Sorenson pulled her head back, recoiling. “Of course I knew her. But it’s disgusting. She was his teenaged cousin. Would you believe?” She waved her hand at Marie. “Why do you think we never visit them anymore? They blamed him when she was the one sneaking off with him. His aunt and his mother were close, and the cousin lived nearby his old home. He’d go to visit, and pretend to take his little cousin out for pizza.”
“I don’t remember a cousin,” Marie said.
“You wouldn’t,” Mrs. Sorenson said. “You were too young to remember. Best you don’t. And it doesn’t matter anyway. The girl’s dead.” She pointed out to the hall. 
“Did he really rape her?”
“It’s rape, as far as I’m concerned. She was fifteen when he started having sex with her. Then she had a baby at sixteen.”
Marie made a face. “And with a cousin.”
“Don’t worry about that…girl out there. I’ve spoken to your father. If he won’t take her in, he’s made arrangements for her. I told him I’d look after you if he’d pay the bills and do what he’s supposed to. You and I will be taken care of. She’ll be gone soon. She doesn’t even really exist, as far as anyone knows.”
Gabriel’s stomach twisted. His brain was flying, trying to absorb the news.
A cousin. An underage cousin. His mind worked hard. He was turned off, horrified, at the thought that Mr. Sorenson, even if it was sixteen years ago, he’d been older than a little fifteen year old cousin… Was it rape? Did he trick her into having sex? How could he do that? His own family…
And yet, that was Sang’s mother. Sang’s past. 
His gaze lowered. Mrs. Sorenson went on to talk about how they’d set up house once she got back home.
All Gabriel could think of was how to tell Sang what he’d just heard. 
And she did have family. Did the family know about Sang’s existence? 
Gabriel’s fists tightened against the window. He made like he’d punch it, but stopped, knowing if he did, they’d know he’d overheard.
He glared at Mrs. Sorenson through the window. “You won’t touch her,” he said, thinking of how she’d said they’d made arrangements for her. 
No doubt she meant the boarding school, practically a prison, her father had signed her up for. Maybe he wasn’t going to wait for Sang. If he combined the money from Marie’s account and Sang’s, he’d have enough to put her into that school for a couple of years.
Gabriel’s eyes fixed on Mrs. Sorenson, hating her, hating Mr. Sorenson. How could they? Gabriel’s dad had beat the shit out of him, but he was an out of work drunk. He didn’t want to justify it, but back then he couldn’t imagine someone as horrible as that. 
These people were worse. And now Gabriel had the truth.
Did Sang want to know this?
Does she need to dig any deeper? Gabriel closed his eyes, shaking his head. Maybe it was better not to know.
He wished he didn’t know.
He stood up, sucking in a deep breath. This would devastate her. It would devastate him to know his father raped a young cousin. What if her extended family was out there somewhere? What if Sang wanted to meet them and they sent her away. They never looked for her. Did they even know? 
If Sang found out… Gabriel remembered the time she was in the closet, naked, afraid. They’d overheard Mrs. Sorenson talking about not being her real mother.
Sang had broken then, slipped, even while in his arms. 
Tears touched his cheeks before he realized he was crying, remembering that moment, and fearing the result of her learning this new turn. Could he bring her back from this? Would she feel disgusted to be the daughter of cousins? Would she feel ashamed? Unwanted?
He couldn’t do that to her.
Marie. Would she tell?
He needed to keep Marie away from Sang. At least for now. At least until he found a way to tell Sang. He’d have to say something eventually. She needed to know it first, before anyone else. It wouldn’t be fair to tell Mr. Blackbourne or the others without telling Sang. Or maybe he needed Mr. Blackbourne to know, so they could work out a way to tell her without her breaking down like before. Gabriel wasn’t sure, but he needed to find out before Sang found out.
He’d have to get Sang away from here. He’d have to stop Marie from telling her for now. Not until he had a chance to figure it out.
He picked up his book bag, and fled the observation room. He’d tell Dr. Green to take her to get some food. Something. Anything. He’d wait alone for Marie to finish.
He’d make a deal with her. Anything she wanted. He’d give anything for her to keep the secret for now. To protect Sang from the truth.
At least for now.
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THE HEALING POWER OF SUGAR
 
 
North was snoring like a buzz saw. 
I’d learned that expression from books I’d read. I didn’t know what a buzz saw was, or how it differed from other saws, and I’d never personally heard one in action, but I thought if anything fit the sound of what I imagined a buzz saw sounded like, North’s exhausted snoring seemed to be the perfect match. 
He didn’t normally snore, only when he was really beat. The few times I’d heard it this bad, it was usually like now: middle of the afternoon and he’d managed to pass out.
He had every reason to be super tired. We all did. We’d been on the run from McCoy but had finally returned back to almost normal a couple of days ago when he had started chasing a fake Sang around town, thanks to the Academy. I didn’t know who the girl was; I wasn’t sure it was even the same girl each time.
I thought it was a bad idea to use another girl as a decoy. It was too dangerous for me to be followed, but someone else could be bait? Someone we didn’t know?
It was a couple of days before the Thanksgiving holidays, so nearly all teachers were trying to fit in last-minute, very important tests. With all the running around, none of us had studied. A couple of the boys were dismissive of the tests. But I was paranoid of getting bad marks. Old habits; if my grades stayed normal, no one at my old house would have anything to say to me.
My main concern was going back to school while Mr. McCoy was following a fake Sang. We couldn’t skip this week, because it was some part of their plan. I was nervous. Mr. Hendricks would inform Mr. McCoy that I was in school. That meant he’d know he’d been following a false lead. They’re hoping for explosions.
At least we had the day off today to prepare.
We were at Kota’s house. I was parked on the floor, going over last minute studying. North had been up most of the night, doing some work for the Academy. 
Kota had left to walk Max. I was babysitting the house. And North.
I closed my textbook, ready to give myself a break and maybe even have a nap, too. 
I heard the side door open. I dismissed it, assuming it was Kota returning. 
I felt a tug at one of the locks of my hair. I turned, ready with a quip, but spotted no one.
My heart raced. Now I wasn’t just paranoid. I was imagining things.
I spun around to check the other side of the room. Luke’s face hovered within an inch of mine. 
Startled, I fell back a little, grinning. Didn’t he know better than to tease right now? We were all too stressed and jumpy for surprises like that. 
Luke beamed, his brown eyes happy. His long blond hair was tied back into a sloppy ponytail, with a few locks hanging around his face. His baby blue button up shirt hung half open, only two buttons closed. He cupped my cheek and leaned in close, kissing the opposite side of my face. He drew back and released me, using sign language to talk to me. “Morning, sweetie.”
I blushed. I glanced at North—still snoring--understanding why his brother wanted to be quiet. It still felt a little strange that he’d kissed me in front of him, even if North was asleep. I signed back, “Aren’t you supposed to be working at the diner?”
“Taking a break. Actually came to see if you wanted to come back with me.”
I perked up, nodding. Last week had been so chaotic, with running around like chickens with our heads cut off; I hadn’t been back to the diner much. “Can I work with you?”
He smiled and nodded. He plopped himself down on the carpet, sprawling out on his back. He lifted a hand, signing in the air by spelling out the letters. “Give me a minute.”
With his arm hanging in the air, I noticed Sharpie marks. I snagged his wrist, drawing his arm closer so I could inspect it. 
There were numbers marked into his tan skin. It wasn’t his handwriting. It looked like a girl’s. I sent him a quiet, puzzled look.
Luke’s face jerked into a grin. “Don’t be jealous,” he signed. 
At first, I didn’t realize why he would think I was jealous. Maybe it was because I was reading his arm sideways, but when I looked at it again, I realized it was a phone number. I gaped at him. 
He laughed, covering his mouth with his hand, shaking his head. He sat up, leaned in and whispered, “Some crazy girl walked in, didn’t say a single word to me, grabbed my arm and wrote her phone number on me and left. I didn’t realize until after what she’d done. I think I was just surprised. I’d give her an A for effort, but it was kind of creepy.”
I knew my mouth was hanging open, but I didn’t know how to respond. I was nowhere in the ballpark of being prepared to handle this situation. How should I? Luke kissed my cheek, called me at night just to talk about school and other things, wanted to go out on dates, slept in my bed...but so did the other guys, including his brother. 
He knew about the secret idea of how to keep the team together. It was a goal for some of the boys, and others, like myself, liked the idea in theory, but were unsure if it would make everyone happy. Luke hadn’t talked about it much. I imagined he was still trying to process it. 
I didn’t want to think of other girls gaining their attention. As much as I told myself I shouldn’t, I wanted to be selfish and keep Luke to myself. Luke and North and Victor and everyone else, too. Maybe I shouldn’t. I hadn’t asked for a commitment and neither had they. Was I to expect Luke to only date me when I dated others?
Why did my heart hurt so much thinking about Luke letting a strange girl write on his arm?
In response to my stunned silence, Luke drew his palms over my cheeks again. His brown eyes, usually so happy, drew dark and serious. “Sang,” he whispered. “I’m not interested in her, okay?”
My cheeks heated. “It’s... fine.” I wanted to sound casual about it, but my voice cracked, betraying my uneasy feelings. It surprised me. I was interested in the idea, but I knew I should let them all make their own decisions. Why did this thought of another girl simply writing her number on him hurt so much?
Luke’s eyes widened. He reached into his back pocket, pulling out a black Sharpie. He opened it, and swiped the number at his arm, coloring it in. “Look,” he said. “I don’t want it. I was never going to call her. I’m not interested in anyone else.”
My heart lifted. Why it made me feel better, I wasn’t sure. Maybe it was all the questions in my head. Maybe part of it was because my parents, people who were supposed to always be there for me, didn’t want me. And really, over the years when I’d grown distant from my family, I only had a shaky idea of what commitment and loyalty really was. I didn’t feel I’d earned it—not with the guys. Like anyone could walk in and shake them out of this and convince them to move on. 
I was afraid to lose them.
But Luke’s eyes begged me to understand and forgive him for something I shouldn’t have to forgive him for. I forced my jealous and conflicted thoughts to the back of my head and put on a brave smile. “You’re making a big black mark on your arm,” I said.
His face lifted. He pointed the Sharpie at my arm, and drew a happy face. “There,” he said. “Now we’ll match.”
I grinned at him, taking the marker from his hand. I drew a happy face on his arm, followed by a few random spirals and something that looked like a daisy. Since we were already marked up, it seemed okay to at least doodle a bit.
Luke chuckled, but cut it short when North interrupted with a loud snore. Then he twisted onto his side facing us, but his eyes were closed and his snoring stopped. He was still dead asleep, though.
Luke’s eyebrows rose, and his gaze swept between his brother’s face and the marker in my hand.
“Luke,” I whispered in a lower tone, sensing his thoughts even before he made a move. “Don’t…” 
Luke pushed a fingertip to his lips, indicating to be quiet. He took the marker from me, and got up. He knee walked close to the couch. He zeroed in on North’s sleeping face.
I held my breath, sure that North would wake up the moment Luke touched the marker to his skin. North would probably punch Luke before asking questions. Luke was insane.
Luke’s marker touched down on North’s forehead. In an agonizing couple of seconds, Luke managed to trace in a squiggly line to give North a unibrow. Somehow, that single bit of ink made North much more scary than he’d been before, even while he slept.
Luke turned to me, wiggling his eyebrows. 
I covered part of my eyes from this. I shook my head at him, waving my arm quietly, trying to tell him to stop. My whole body stiffened, tense. All I could think about was he was going to die when North woke up.
Luke returned to North’s face, drawing devil horns above his eyebrows and a smilie face on his cheek. After he was done, he glanced again at me, holding out the marker.
I shook my head. 
Luke hand-signed to me. “Do it or I’ll tell him you did this.”
My eyes popped out of my head. He was blackmailing me? “I don’t want to die,” I signed back.
Luke’s eyes lit up. “You’re already dead. You just let me mark his face.”
I did stand by and let him. I could have yelled or something and woken North up. 
And some evil part in my brain reveled in the idea of doing something to North that would almost be like revenge for all the times he nagged at me about eating healthier and to do my homework. It seemed harmless. He’d yell at me, but he did that already. So what was different now? 
Luke was his brother and knew him better than I did. If he was willing to…
I gingerly took the Sharpie from Luke’s hand, knee-walking to hover over North’s sleeping face. 
Luke remained behind me, staring, waiting.
My hand shook. I tried to be as delicate as I could. I started with a simple swirl. The moment the marker met his skin, my heart nearly exploded as I was sure he would wake up. 
He didn’t. He remained as still as ever. 
I did another flower on his face, followed by a star and then I drew a seashell.
Luke chuckled softly behind me, his fingertips remained on my shoulder, as if encouraging me to continue.
As if to ask for forgiveness for my small part in painting his face, I drew a tiny heart on the crest of North’s cheek. I took my time with it, trying to make it pretty.
A big, terrifying hand snapped around my wrist, pulling my hand away from his face. 
North’s intense brown eyes popped open, his brows furrowed in sudden anger despite how deeply asleep he’d been. The markings on his face made his frown look ten times scarier than usual. When his eyes focused and settled on my face, confusion set in, as if he had expected someone else.
I froze, terrified. 
His eyes moved from my face to the marker in my captured hand, and then back to my face. “Sang,” North emitted a warning tone.
Holy crap, I’m a dead girl. In fear, I yanked my wrist away, dropping the marker. I scrambled, trying to back away to get up off the floor and make a run for it.
Luke was gone. The traitor! Whether he had dashed down the hallway or ducked into the kitchen, I wasn’t sure. And I didn’t know best which direction to run and where I could hide.
I didn’t have a chance. North pounced on me, knocking me to the carpet in a heap. He twisted me onto my back and settled down hard onto my hips, pinning me to the floor as he sat on me.
I struggled, shifting my body underneath his weight, nearly pulling myself apart as I clawed at the carpet as if that would help me get some traction and I could escape. 
I squealed and giggled like the craziest person on the planet. I was about to die. At least I’d made a pretty heart on his cheek. That thought made me giggle more.
North smirked and then brushed a palm over his face. “What the hell did you do to me?” he growled.
“Nothing,” I squeaked out, too high pitched, the word cutting off at the end. 
He sniffed loudly. “You did not just put permanent marker on my face.”
“Nope.” My voice cracked. Worst liar ever.
“She drew a heart,” Luke the coward shouted. My best guess was he was hiding in the kitchen. “And a swirly thing. And a smilie face. She did it. It’s all her fault. I tried to stop her.”
What?! “Traitor!” I called out. 
Luke’s arm appeared from the doorway of the kitchen, displaying the stuff I’d drawn on his arm. “See? She did it to me, too.”
North grunted. He twisted on top of me, reaching for the marker I’d dropped. His dark eyebrows furrowed, making his now unibrow even more dangerously...hilarious.
Giggles erupted from my mouth like a bomb. I knew it was the worst reaction to have and I couldn’t help it. I’d basically admitted my guilt, even if Luke was pinning me for everything, including the stuff I hadn’t done.
North smirked. He bent over, hovering above me. He held the marker tip inches from my face. “Let’s see what Sang Sorenson looks like with a mustache.”
My mouth popped open. When he got close with the marker, I turned my head, batting at his arm with my hands.
He grunted, snagged my wrists up in a quick motion, holding them over my head with one hand as he pinned me to the floor with his body. “Stop moving or it’s going to turn into a penis or something worse.”
I sucked in a breath, eyes wide with fear. I couldn’t imagine what would have been worse, and I didn’t want to find out.
The marker touched my skin. North took his time. I felt the swirl of a curly moustache, but after that point, he started drawing on my cheeks and forehead. I couldn’t picture what he was drawing.
I half whimpered, half giggled. 
Luke appeared and peeked over North’s shoulder, checking out his work. “Not bad, but that curse word under her left eye...make the leg of the k a little longer, it looks weird.”
“No,” I squealed out, my voice cracking. I was giggling too hard.
North smirked over me. He nudged my head a little with his arm, turning it to the side. He drew something on my ear. “You are going to have to learn to say no to Luke’s stupid ideas.”
Luke’s eyes widened above him. “Hey, she did it.”
“You think I believe for one minute that little Sang here came up with the idea to draw on my face while I was sleeping? She wouldn’t dare.”
“But she...” 
In one swift movement, North released my wrists and swung an arm around, punching Luke low in the gut. 
Luke choked, clutched at the spot where he’d been struck, and fell sideways to the ground, gasping.
“That’s for lying to me,” North said.
Luke chuckled through his pained expression. “Still worth it. Did you see the look on her face when you woke up?”
“She probably would have gotten away with it if you hadn’t pulled on my foot and nudged me awake.”
My mouth dropped open, my eyes wild on Luke. “You! You woke him?”
“See?” North said. “You can’t trust him at things like this. There’s always a secret motive.”
I struggled underneath North. “Give me the marker. I want to get Luke.”
North grinned and released me, dropping the pen on my stomach. He lurched over, landing on top of Luke in the same position he’d held me. 
Luke bucked underneath his brother, but North was bigger and easily pinned him to the ground. He held his wrists with both of his hands and waited. I scrambled up, picking up the marker and bent over Luke’s face.
Luke smirked at me, seeming undisturbed by my being there. “Sang! Sweetie!” he pleaded. “You don’t want to draw on my face, do you? Not your favorite Academy guy, right?”
“Yeah, I do,” I said, as blankly as if he’d asked me if I wanted a piece of candy.
“Draw some glasses on him,” North said. “And a penis.”
I choked on a giggle at that. I couldn’t do it, but I nodded, like that was a good idea. My cheeks heated. 
Luke shook his head, his eyes wide. “No, no, you can’t do that. I’ve got to go back to the diner in a minute. I can’t serve tables with one on my face.”
“You’re right,” North said. “Make two, Sang.”
I bent over Luke’s head, drawing a heart on his cheek, and then a bunch of flowers.
“Sang,” Luke said, pleading but laughing. “Sugar cakes. Uncle’s gonna flip.”
“What the holy shit fuck is going on in here?” Gabriel’s voice boomed at us, catching me way off guard as it sounded exactly like when North yelled at us. I glanced up and saw he was standing behind the couch, his hands on his hips and his orange and blue jacket hanging off his shoulders, in mid-removal. He stared at us, frozen. 
Kota and Nathan stood behind him, their eyes wide, like they were looking in at animals in a zoo. Kota nudged his glasses, as if he didn’t believe what he was seeing. Nathan smirked, his blue eyes lighting up.
North grunted, releasing Luke’s arms and edging himself off his brother. “He started it.”
Gabriel snagged at his hair as if he was going to pull out all of it, blond and brown alike. “Oh my fucking god, her face. What the hell did you do to her face?”
“Yeah,” Luke said. He sat up quickly, catching the marker from my hands. “Bad Sang. Marking up your face like that.”
North smacked Luke on the back of his head. “Stop lying or I’m going to punch you again.”
“I’m just kidding!”
I stood, unsure what to say. It was all kind of crazy. “I was studying…” I couldn’t think of any reason why. Temporary insanity still worked, didn’t it?
Gabriel held his arms out wide as he circled the couch. He caught me around my shoulders, hugging me and half picking me up from the floor until my toes grazed the carpet. “Trouble, your face looks like the locker room wall. How the hell am I supposed to get all that off of you?”
“She’ll be fine,” Kota said. “She can wash it off.”
Gabriel turned with me still in his arms. “Do you see this? This is Sharpie. This doesn’t come off of skin. Unless I douse her in turpentine.”
Nathan chuckled, shaking his head and running a palm over his red brown hair. “Sorry. I think we’re fresh out of turpentine.”
“Go ahead and laugh but what happens when she shows up to school like this?”
“She’s not going to school with Sharpie on her face,” Kota said.
“She’s got tests tomorrow,” Nathan said.
“Do something, Kota,” Gabriel pleaded. “Ground them. Ground North and Luke.”
Kota smirked, shrugging and raising his hands up in defeat. “Oh no. If you want someone grounded, you have to do it. Personally, it looks like they’ve punished themselves pretty evenly.”
Gabriel released me until I was standing. He collected my face in my hands and looked over me. “Oh my god, your face. Your poor face.”
“Can you get it off her in like five minutes?” Luke asked. “I was going to take her back with me to work.”
“What?” Gabriel gasped? “You? What? No. Are you crazy?”
“Hurry up. We’re going to be late.”
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Life often takes us by surprise. But my life just got a nuclear bomb dropped on it, with a note from my mother that simply says “good luck”.
I’ve spent seventeen years of my life wondering who my father is. My mom always told me he was a dead-beat who didn’t want anything to do with me. Turns out, he didn’t even know that I existed until two weeks ago. And he’s definitely not a dead-beat. My dad is Mark Evers. Maybe you’ve heard of him? He is the creator and CEO of Staying Connected, the world’s largest social networking site.
Once he found out about me, he flew to see me. Of course I had to do a DNA test… I can’t blame the guy for that. My mom is kind of crazy, though he dated her… he slept with her… (It’s really gross to think about anybody having sex with my mom). So maybe he’s crazy too? I don’t know. But we got the test results back, and it is true. I, Kihanna Foster, am Mark Evers’ daughter.
Well, actually I am Kihanna Evers now. He insisted that I change my last name to Evers, and I wasn’t keen on it, but my mom thought it was best. I went my whole life being Kihanna Foster, so Kihanna Evers is going to take a while to get used to.
As if finding my real dad wasn’t enough, my mom decided it was best if I go live with him. I’m about to start my senior year, and she expects me to pack up and move across the country, but do I get a say in it? No.
So here I am, after a long flight from St. Louis to Mountain View, in the back of a limo all by myself on my way to my new home. My dad is too busy to pick me up from the airport, and I am about to start my new journey in life. Alone. Or at least that’s how I feel… very alone.
I push my headphones into my ears, and turn up the music. Music helps calm me down. Normally, I’ve got music playing 24/7. But today the music is doing nothing for me. I don’t think anything could help my anxiety at this point.
I pull out the goodbye note my mom wrote me, and read it once more. I already read it about twenty times on the plane.
 
Kihanna,
I can never tell you how sorry I am for not telling you the truth. Keeping you separated from your father was my worst mistake, and I will regret it every day for the rest of my life. I know that it doesn’t matter now, but I didn’t tell you so I could protect you. I didn’t want you growing up in that lifestyle. But I was very wrong.
I hope you enjoy the time with your dad. Enjoy your senior year. Make new friends. Get into a good college. I want you to have a good life… You deserve it.
Know that I love you, and I will miss you every day that we are apart.
Love, Mom.
 
I put the letter away and wipe the tears from under my eyes. I had a good life with my mom. Sure, she’s not a multibillionaire, but we had everything we needed and more. We lived in a nice two-bedroom home in a nice neighborhood. I went to a good school, and I had lots of friends. I never asked for more.
I just hate feeling out of control. Every decision is theirs, not mine. I need to feel in control of something. But the closer I get to my dad’s house, the more out of control I feel.
As we get closer to our destination, I can’t help but notice how big the houses are getting. Each one is a little bigger than the previous one. After about fifteen minutes in the car, we finally turn right. As we pull into my dad’s house, I let out a surprised gasp. I guess I’m still trying to comprehend “billionaire”, because everything is way more extravagant than I pictured. There are iron gates that lead into the estates, and a security person is actually sitting in a booth. I wonder if they’re always there? The gates open and we drive down a long pathway toward the house. Along the sides of the driveway, there are tall hedges blocking any view.
It’s about a two-minute drive from the end of the driveway to the house, but it feels like an eternity. The first thing that I see is a huge circle fountain. There is water spraying into the fountain from tiny lion statues. I’ve never seen anything like it before.
In front of the house… No wait, not house, it’s a mansion… There are tons of colorful flowers, and palm trees. There is a concrete walkway made of stone, and there are huge columns that lead up to a huge double door. It’s glass, and has an elegant brass outline. 
The limo door opens, and it startles me. As I climb out, I am feeling very intimidated.
This is where I live now.
“Wow,” I hear myself say.
“Mrs. Evers is waiting on you inside,” the limo driver tells me. It’s then that I realize I’ve just been standing there, staring at the mansion in front of me.
“Right,” I say. “Where is my luggage?”
Just then a couple of guys dressed in butler uniforms come out. They grab my purple luggage out of the trunk.
“I can carry that,” I quickly tell them. They ignore me.
Right. Because when you’re rich you don’t actually have to carry your own stuff.
“Follow us, Miss Evers,” one of them instructs me. So, I follow them to the front doors. They open the door for me, and a blast of cold air hits me in the face.
I am not sure what I was expecting on the inside, but this is definitely not it. There isn’t much in the entryway. The floor is white marble; there are two elegant staircases that lead upstairs. There is a balcony at the top of the stairs, and a hallway on both sides.
The staircase is the same white marble as the floor, and the railings are brass, just like on the door. Two large white columns are underneath the balcony.
I look up and see a huge chandelier. It looks very expensive, and it’s very clean. Do they have a chandelier cleaner? Who would want to climb up that high?
I hear a pair of heels clacking against the marble floor, and look up to see an attractive woman in a very expensive-looking suit walking toward me. She has bleached-blonde hair, and her tan is way too dark. Her large breasts are halfway hanging out of her too-tight top.
“You must be Kihanna.” She smiles. It’s definitely a fake smile.
God, please do not let this be my stepmom.
I smile back. “Yes.”
She pulls me into a hug, and it’s then that I smell her perfume. She smells good at first, like vanilla, but then I realize it’s a bit overpowering. I hold my breath until she releases me.
“I’m Veronica Evers, and I am very excited to meet you.” She doesn’t look that excited. But her face is so tight, I’m sure it’s hard for her to show any emotions.
Just then, another person joins us — a tall blonde guy, with a surfer tan, and pretty blue eyes.
“This is my son, Toby Anderson. He’s your stepbrother,” she explains.
Yeah, because I wouldn’t have been able to figure that out on my own. I continue smiling, and my cheeks are starting to hurt from all the fake smiling. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Veronica and Toby.” It is a lie, but I’m sure I will get used to them, right? They are family.
Toby pulls me in for a hug, and squeezes me way too tight. His hands are also way too low on my back, and he smells like pot. “The pleasure is all mine,” he whispers in my ear. I back away and try to hide the disgusted look on my face.
“Toby, why don’t you show your new sister to her room,” Veronica suggests.
“Stepsister,” Toby reminds her, insinuating the word step, and then he winks at me.
I want to roll my eyes at him, but I don’t. I don’t want my new family to get the wrong impression of me. I will just suck it up.
“After you, sister,” Toby says, motioning toward the staircase.
I walk up the stairs, and he follows me. I glance back at him, and see him checking out my butt.
Oh my God — my stepbrother is checking me out! Gross!
As we walk toward my room, Toby points out his own bedroom. “If you ever get bored, or lonely, come see me.”
Yeah, this has to stop. “Not going to happen. And don’t ever check me out again. You’re my brother, and it’s gross.”
“Stepbrother,” he protests, licking his lips. “And you have a nice body.” His eyes are looking at my chest as he says this. I cross my arms in an attempt to cover my breasts.
“Just show me my room.” I glare at him.
My bedroom better have a lock on the door. It’s the last room on the right. I turn on the light and look around the room and am in shock. It’s huge and foreign.
There is a king-size four-poster bed with a beautiful cream-colored bedspread — I’m guessing the thread count is like a million. I’ve never felt sheets so soft in my life. Everything matches the bed — the dresser, the nightstand, the chest, and even the love seat in the corner. Who has a love seat in their bedroom? That’s just weird. A set of double doors leads out to a balcony, which overlooks the pool.
“Your bathroom is through that door.” Toby points. “And then your closet is there. My mom already stocked it. She couldn’t wait to go shopping for you. She’s always wanted a life-sized Barbie.”
I turn to him. “Thanks for showing me my room. You can leave now.”
“Come on, don’t you want me to stay?” He pulls a joint out of his pocket. “I brought party favors.”
“I don’t smoke, but thanks for the offer. Now, seriously, leave.” I basically push him out the door and shut it. I am thankful to see that it does indeed have a lock. I decide it will definitely be locked every night before I go to bed.
“You know where to find me,” I hear him shout from the other side.
I decide to go to my bathroom and check it out first. Inside, everything is too white, and too perfect. There is white marble floor, with pretty black patterns. There is a huge shower. I look inside and sigh dreamily. I cannot wait to take a shower in there.
There is a huge marble counter, and a beautiful brass sink. There is a large, antique mirror hanging over the sink. I look up and see that there is also a chandelier in my bathroom.
Oh my God.
Some people go to bed hungry every night, wondering where their next meal will come from, and I have a chandelier in my bathroom. I suddenly feel guilty. I shouldn’t. I didn’t buy this stuff. My dad is the billionaire, not me.
I leave the bathroom and head toward my closet. I’m scared. Toby says that Veronica stocked it, and I’m scared to see exactly what she stocked it with.
The first thing I notice when I walk in is that my closet has a chandelier. What is it with this house and chandeliers? This one is black and has beads handing from it. 
The closet is fully stocked. There are probably over a hundred pairs of shoes, all color coordinated. Before today I owned five pairs of shoes — one pair of tennis shoes, two pairs of Toms, and two pairs of flip-flops. The shoes stocked here look expensive and uncomfortable. I’ve never worn heels before… They’re pretty, but they’re just not me. I’m going to have to talk to her about it. Maybe she can take them back, or donate them to somebody who needs them.
The space for clothes is ridiculous, and every inch is filled.
“I had your clothes arranged by designer and color,” I hear Veronica say from behind me. “They should all fit, but we will have Marco come over and alter them if you need.”
“Marco?” I ask.
“He’s my personal assistant,” she explains. “He’s also really great with a needle. You will love him.”
Wow. She has a personal assistant.
“Every Sunday morning, we have brunch at the country club. I’m sure that your Walmart jeans are fine where you’re from, but I would appreciate it if you wore something a bit more elegant. Maybe you could wear a nice dress, but no flip-flops,” she says sweetly. “Maybe I could help you?”
Did she really just say that? I look down at my jeans. There is absolutely nothing wrong with them.
“I’ve been dressing myself for seventeen years. I’m quite capable of picking out my own clothing. But thanks for the offer.”
She looks stunned for a second. “I didn’t know if you knew what was appropriate for the country club. Your father said you were… poor.”
She says the word poor like it’s a dirty word.
“Me and my poor friends used to
sneak into the country club every summer to swim,” I mock her. “I’m very aware of what rich people wear.”
She looks shocked. “You poor dear. I’ll let you unpack. I’ll be around if you need me.”
I watch as she walks out of my closet and out my bedroom door. I go lock the door so I won’t be surprised again. I fall back onto my oversized comfy bed.
Hello, Kihanna Evers, goodbye Kihanna Foster.
 



 
 
 
Sunday, August 16
9:34 AM
Family brunch.
 
 
It’s Sunday morning, which means it’s time for our weekly family brunch. I’m kind of nervous. It will be the first time I’ve ever been with Dad, Veronica, and Toby all at once. And I’m also hoping Toby keeps his pervy hands to himself.
The fact that it’s called a weekly brunch worries me. Do we ever have family dinner together? Or is this one meal the only time we have together all week? I wish I knew what to expect, because right now I have no expectations.
After my shower, I blow dry my hair. It’s naturally wavy, and I love my curls. I put a little bit of mousse on the ends to keep it from frizzing, and put on my robe. When I come out into my bedroom, there is box lying on my bed. On top of the box is a red bow. I read the card.
 
Kihanna — wear this today. I’d hate for you to embarrass yourself by wearing something ugly. Sincerely, Veronica.
 
I roll my eyes. I take the lid off the box and see a very elegant-looking dress inside. It’s not very me. I put the lid back on and slide it under my bed. There is no way in hell that I’m wearing that. I will not let that woman control my wardrobe.
As I am fuming, I hear a knock on my door. I silently hope it’s not Veronica wanting me to see how the dress looks on me. I open it and see my dad standing there.
“Hey, Kihanna. I’m headed to the club. Your GPS has the address programmed in. Meet you there?”
“Sure.” I smile and shut my door.
I go to my closet and ponder the situation. I can either become Veronica’s Barbie, or I can take control of my life and show her that I can’t be controlled… I choose the latter, and I know exactly what I’m going to wear.
Thirty minutes later, I am handing my keys to the valet at the country club. The guy looks at me funny but doesn’t say a word.
“Excuse me, miss...” somebody stops me before I reach the doors. “I’m going to need to see some I.D.”
I pull out my driver’s license and hand it to him. “Kihanna Evers,” I say. “Mark Evers is my father. He’s waiting on me.”
“Yes, Miss Evers,” his tone of voice instantly changes when he sees who I am. “Follow me.”
We walk through a very crowded club all the way to the back. When we get to the table, I see that it isn’t just my family there. There is also a couple about Dad and Veronica’s age and a blond guy about my age. When Veronica sees me, her drink spews from her mouth.
“What happened to the dress I left for you?” she asks, in a much too polite voice, as she wipes up her drink.
“I’m just being expressive. My mom always encouraged it.” I smile. I am very satisfied with her reaction, though if I‘d known that other people were going to be eating with us, I probably wouldn’t have worn this. This is definitely not the first impression I want to make on my father’s friends.
I am dressed literally head to toe in black. I have a black hat on, a black shirt, a black pair of skinny jeans, and my black Converse. I’m also wearing black fingernail polish and black lipstick. I’m sure that Veronica is going to read way too much into this.
I take a seat by my pervy stepbrother and grab a menu. “So, what’s good here?” I ask nobody in particular. Everybody has yet to say anything.
“Kihanna, can I ugh… talk to you? Alone,” my dad asks. I think he’s trying to figure out what I’m doing. In the two weeks he’s known me, I’ve been pretty levelheaded. Especially considering the circumstances.
“Sure.” I am a little nervous. What if he kicks me out of his house? What if he wants nothing to do with me now? But then again, if he disowns me because of the clothes I wear, it’s best I find out now.
We walk just out of earshot of the table.
“Does your mom really let you dress like this?” I can hear the skepticism in his voice.
“I don’t know. I never tried to dress like this before. I just did it to piss off Veronica,” I answer truthfully. “She is being really pushy and trying to tell me what I can and can’t wear. I just wanted to show her that I’m my own person. If I don’t stand up for myself now, it will just get worse.”
My dad actually smiles at my words. “Consider the message delivered. I’m proud of you for standing up for yourself. Maybe next time though, try not to give Veronica a heart attack… Now, let’s try to salvage what’s left of brunch.”
After we order our food, Dad introduces me to everybody at the table. Jack and Libby Johnson are the couple. Jack is CEO of a computer company, and Libby is involved with a bunch of different charities, whatever that entails. They have a son, Gabriel Johnson. He is a senior, and I will be attending school with him apparently.
“Nice clothes,” Gabriel whispers to me.
I look at him with curiosity. “I’m trying to figure out if you’re being sarcastic or serious right now.”
Gabriel is very attractive. He has blond hair, blue eyes, and a great smile. He’s also wearing a very expensive suit. He was raised in money, so I can only assume he’s spoiled.
“I was being serious,” he says.
“Well, thank you, Gabriel.”
“Call me Gabe,” he corrects me. “So you’re from St. Louis?”
“Yep.”
“What’s it like there?”
I hate small talk, but it beats talking to Toby, so I answer. “It’s cold in the winter, hot in the summer, and very boring year-round.”
“I don’t see how anything could be boring with you,” Toby joins the conversation. “I’m sure you had guys lining up.”
I grit my teeth as I reply. “I wasn’t open for business, so there was no line.” I pause, and then add, “Just for the record — I’m still not open for business.”
“You’re a virgin?” Toby half-shouts, and the whole table turns to look at us… Scratch that, everybody in the
room
looks at us. Now would be a really great time for the floor to swallow me whole.
I glance at my dad, who is actually smiling. Ugh, of course he’s glad his only daughter is a virgin. But now, the whole country club also knows. “Toby,” he scolds in a stern voice.
“Thanks for announcing it to the world, you asshole.” I get up from the table and run for the door just as our food arrives. No way in hell am I sitting at the table with him!
“Kihanna!” I hear my dad yell after me… As if the situation isn’t embarrassing enough, now my daddy is chasing me. He catches up with me before I reach the door. “I’m sorry about Toby. He’s been very privileged all of his life, and he doesn’t know how to act around normal people.”
“People? I am your daughter. I’m not just some random person you picked up off the street.” I cross my arms over my chest. “And what do you mean by normal people? Do you mean poor people? Go ahead and say it… You think that I was raised poor.”
He sighs. “Kihanna, this is not a conversation that we need to have here.”
I laugh as he looks around the room. Of course he is worried about his image. “I think this is the perfect place to have this conversation. I wasn’t poor. My mom was a teacher. I went to a good school and lived in a good neighborhood. I had food to eat at every meal, and I never needed anything. Mom and me were just fine. Just because we didn’t have marble floor, or butlers, or a million dollar chandelier didn’t mean we were poor. It just meant that we weren’t rich. And I’m okay with that.”
“Kihanna…”
I shake my head. “No. You want to know what I’m not okay with? I’m not okay with being told what to wear. I’m not okay with this being a weekly brunch. Is Sunday the only time I’m going to get to see you? Because if it is, just send me back to Mom. I came to get to know you, not Veronica or my pervy stepbrother.”
“Sunday is not going to be our only meal together. I promise, Kihanna. I do work a lot, but I will always make time for you,” he says, putting his hands on my shoulders. “And I know you weren’t poor. Your mom did the best for you that she could. I’m still very upset with her for keeping you from me, but I know why she did it. You’re such a polite, and sweet young woman. I know if you were here with me, you wouldn’t be. You’d be like… your pervy stepbrother.”
I can’t help but laugh at that. “Thank God I’m not like him.”
“Now, will you please come finish brunch?” he asks. “I promise I will talk to Veronica about Toby’s behavior. I assure you that she’s embarrassed by him too.”
“Okay.”
He puts his arm around my shoulder as we talk back to the table. “So are you really a virgin?”
“Dad!” I laugh.
“What? Is that subject off limits?”
I nod. “Definitely. Mom already had the sex talk with me. I know all about using protection.”
“Of course, waiting for marriage is best.”
I can’t help but smile at that. “Right. Like that’s going to happen.”
I take my seat by Toby again and glare at him.
“Are you really a virgin?” he whispers to me.
I don’t respond. I just take a bite of my breakfast and smile. I would rather keep him wondering.
“Hey, Kihanna, I’m having a pool party on Saturday. Kind of a back to school bash. Everybody from school will be there if you want to come,” Gabriel says. “It’d be a great way to get to know people from school.”
“I’d love to come,” Toby jumps in.
“Sorry. It’s kind of a seniors only thing,” Gabe responds to him.
“You’re not a senior?” I ask him.
Toby shakes his head. “Junior. I should be a senior, but I failed a couple years ago.”
“Must be all the pot,” I whisper to myself, and then turn to Gabe. “That sounds like fun. I guess I’ll just get your address from my dad.”
“Hand me your phone,” he says.
I hesitantly had it to him. He types in a few things and when he hands it back to me, his number is programmed in.
“You have my phone number and address now.”
I look at the contact. Gabe the Babe. I laugh. “Really?”
He shrugs. “Hey, if you got it, you got it.”
“Um… what?” Cocky much?
“Kihanna, are you coming to the black and white party on Friday?” Mrs. Johnson asks me.
“Black and white party?” I ask.
Veronica answers her for me. “Yes, she’ll be there. In white.”
I look at her questioningly, and then turn to Toby. “What is a black and white party?”
“It’s where rich people get dressed up, and throw their money around. You have to wear black or white. It’s a charity thing,” he answers.
Charity — wow, at least there is something good. “What charity?”
He laughs. “Like I care. I just go for the free champagne.”
“It’s fun,” Gabe joins in. “You will get to meet all the important people from school, and you get free alcohol. They give champagne to everybody. It’s basically a big socializing event.”
“Do you remember last year when Ty Newman’s stepmom got wasted and vomited in the fish tank?” Toby starts laughing. “Classic.”
“I wonder who will make a fool out of themselves this year,” Gabe says.
“My money is on Jacqueline Hoff. It’s about time that bitch got knocked off her high horse.”
Toby and Gabe knuckle bump, and I’m wondering who Ty Newman is and who Jacqueline Hoff is. I feel like the only kid who didn’t get ice cream.
“So, who are these people you speak of?” I remind them that I’m there.
“You will know soon enough,” Gabe answers. “Welcome to the life of the elite, Kihanna Evers. You are officially part of the group now.”
Why does Gabriel’s welcome sound more like a warning?
 
***
 
Want more? Download The Fab Life for free at your favorite retailer.
 
Find Mercy Amare online:
http://mercyamare.net/
https://www.facebook.com/authormercyamare
https://twitter.com/MercyAmare
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