
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


He slowly moved his head forward. “Tell me you want to kiss me,” he said.

“I...” I did, but saying it out loud was hard to do. He was handsome, nice, cared about me, but speaking about it was hard.

He inched forward slow and into me enough that I felt the need to hold onto his shoulders to balance myself and not fall backward. 

He captured my chin between his fingers and held firm, holding me still. “Say it, aggele.”

“Silas,” I whispered, but with him holding on to me, it was difficult to speak. I guessed if I wasn’t going to make the first move, he was going to get me to say I wanted it. My heart raced. I tried to silence my thoughts and nervousness. Nathan and Dr. Green did it so quickly, I didn’t have time to think. Don’t think!

“Sang,” he said quietly. “I need to hear it.”

“Yes.” It wasn’t what I wanted to say. Trying not to think made it harder to answer.

“Yes, what?”

“I want to,” I said.

He retracted his head just a fraction to focus on my eyes. “You want to kiss me?” 

It was harder looking at his eyes. I only nodded.

His thumb slipped over my chin. “Say it out loud. Do you want me to kiss you, Sang?”

I forced my eyes closed longer, finding some bravery that way. “Yes.”

It must have been good enough.

Silas closed the inch of space between us.
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I guarded the register, occasionally scanning receipts and handling payments from customers, but they didn’t happen often enough to keep me occupied. 

Bob’s Diner was slow for a Saturday afternoon. The lunch crowd had already passed through. Uncle was in the back monitoring the kitchen. Luke occasionally swept by me and caught my eye with a handsome smile. His blond locks were drawn back with the clip he stole from me. I had to make do with twisting my hair and using two pencils to hold it in place like hair sticks. Bits of my chameleon blond hair tickled my neck, just short of the collar of the hoodie I was wearing. I kept trying to sweep back the locks that were loose behind my ears, but if I leaned forward, they fell out. 

It was nearing the end of October, and I was happy it was almost over. My hope for a quiet, ordinary school year had already vanished. After the bomb threats on the school, a principal and vice-principal after me and the Academy guys, bullies, at home and at school, I got nervous when things got quiet. I wondered what was lurking in the shadows, always waiting for the next surprise.

I leaned against the counter, my head propped up in my hands, counting down the minutes until the end of my shift. Most of the time, I stared at Luke so not be rude and stare at anyone else while I dazed out. In his Bob’s Diner blue polo shirt, his long, lean arms flexed nicely as he carried a tray, or wrote out orders on a ticket. The way he interacted with customers was really enchanting; he’d put on a handsome smile, lighting up those dark eyes, and joke around with the patrons, making me think many of them were repeat customers because of him. 

I’d already cleaned the counter, organized the receipts, refilled napkin dispensers and had even scrubbed down the soda fountain machine. Just a few more minutes, and then I had to go home. To my soon-to-be former home. I’d promised my sister, Marie, I’d have the last of my stuff out today so I would finally not have to return for a while. I already had all my clothes at Nathan’s house, but I wanted to do a sweep and check for anything I may have left behind.

Moving out at sixteen is complicated. In my case, it had to be done slowly, because we had people watching the house. There were three of them at a time now on our street. One was outside the diner, since Mr. Hendricks had figured out some of us worked there. 

I idly traced the edges of the register, listing things in my head that I should look for in the house. My birth certificate was something I hadn’t been able to find. The boys didn’t mention it, but I’m sure they forgot. I thought it might be in my stepmother’s room. I wanted to check the attic, too. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to leave their photos taped to the wall inside the secret space they’d created for me. Part of me was heartbroken at the thought of taking them down. I considered leaving them, for now. I could come back for them later.

A figure moved in front of me, and I reacted by holding out my hand, expecting a receipt and readying a smile.

The girl’s eyes widened a little. “Um,” she said. 

I shook my head, retracting my hand. “Sorry,” I said. “Did you need something? Did you call in an order?”

“No,” she said. She was a pretty girl, with blue eyes and dyed blond hair, dark brows. She held up a silver can with sequins glued on it. “Are you...running?”

I stared at her, waiting for her to explain, but she just looked at me with raised brows. I realized now this wasn’t anything about the restaurant, and my insides started to rattle. When I knew the procedure, I was fine handling customers, but something random like this made me want to tell people to ask for Luke. “Huh?”

“For homecoming queen,” she said. She shook her can, making the sequins sparkle under the light. “I didn’t know you worked here. I didn’t see you on the list, but...I didn’t want to ask about leaving this if you were running and didn't want to compete.”

“Homecoming?” I asked. She went to my school? I didn’t recognize her, but she seemed to know me. I looked at the can again, and caught the edge of a photograph and some writing. “I didn’t even know.” I’d only experienced homecoming once at my old school, and I didn’t participate except checking out the posters. Wasn’t that in early October? Or, when the football team had an away game and then first came back? That was weeks ago.

“It’s kind of a last-minute thing,” she said. “We finally got the principal to approve, but we had to convince him we could raise enough money to have one. That’s what the cans are for. The girls running for queen get additional votes for every dollar they earn.”

“Oh,” I said. “Oh wow.” They weren’t even going to have a homecoming? Mr. Hendricks was horrible. I didn’t know what to say, but tried to look sympathetic.

“We usually do a charity event,” she said. “But we had to change and do it for ourselves, since he’d said no and cancelled. Something about these bombs that keep showing up.”

Mr. Hendricks’s concern for the students was a surprise. He cancelled an event because he was afraid of the bomb threats? Sounded more like an excuse to me. He said himself they get bomb threats all the time and it wasn’t a big deal. Did he cancel so he could keep the money? “Aw,” I said, pushing my suspicions aside for now. “Well, did you want to leave your can, here?” I reached around the register, picking up the tip jar Luke had left and put it under the counter. “I’ll let the others know.”

She smiled pleasantly and handed over her can. I placed it next to the register where my tip jar had been. “Thanks,” she said. “Maybe you’ll vote for me.”

“Sure,” I said. She said it like I should already know her name, but I didn’t. Maybe she was in class with me and I should have recognized her. I didn’t even know how to vote. I could ask one of the boys; they’d know.

“I’ll make sure to vote for your boyfriend,” she said. She waved shortly and then thanked me again and walked away.

I waved back, blinking and totally not registering what she had said. Boyfriend...Silas?

Silas was running for homecoming king?

I waited until Luke was finished chatting with a customer before I managed to catch his eye with a wave.

He came over and leaned against the counter. A blond length of hair fell against his face, covering his dark eyes, and he tucked it back behind his ear. “Ready to go home?” he asked. “Or did you want another tour of the freezer?”

The last time he showed me the freezer, he’d nearly kissed me. I hadn’t been back there since. Tempting, but I shook off the thought and then pointed to the can. “Two things, this girl walked in and left her homecoming donation can here. I hope it’s okay.”

“Homecoming?” He picked up the jar, checking out the photo. “Who is this?”

“I don’t know. She just came in and asked if she could leave it here. I told her she could.” I realized now I probably should have asked for permission first, instead of assuming. I didn’t want to tell her no. Now that I thought about it, I wondered when she might be back for it, or if I had to return it to her. 

“Oh,” he said. He read the can. “Jenny. Don’t think I know her.” He shook the can. “Her can is empty.” He put it down. “What’s the other thing?” 

I reached under the counter for my own tip jar. I pulled out some cash without counting and stuffed it into the girl’s can while I was talking. “She said Silas is running for king.”

“He is?” Luke asked. His smile broadened and he nodded his head, looking impressed. “Wow. Hey, I want to run. Do they really get a crown and then let you ride around in the back of a convertible? Isn’t there a parade or something?”

“Is he really running?”

“I don’t know. Ask him.” He reached into his own pocket and then stuffed a couple of dollars into the girl’s donation can. The rest of the cash he shoved into my tip jar. “I’ll keep an eye on the can. You should go get those things you needed and head to Nathan’s. It’s slow here.”

“You don’t want me to hang out?”

He grinned. “If I work now, I get to have time off later, and then I get to take you out.” He leaned over the counter and planted a kiss on my nose. “But you should head out before it starts getting too busy.”

I could have argued about it, but he patted my head and shooed me along. I emptied my tip jar, tucking the money into the pocket of my hoodie. I waved goodbye to Luke and headed out.

I took the shortcut through the woods home, clutching my phone in my pocket while I walked. Silas for homecoming king. That was a strange thought to me. I smiled that the girl had thought I was running. Maybe it was just assumed because I was with Silas. Pretending. We were pretending to be together so the football team wouldn’t hassle him about going out with anyone, and other boys would leave me alone. 

But what did it mean if Silas ran for homecoming?

The two story gray house on Sunnyvale Court was quiet as I walked up. It was difficult to think of it as home now, and at the same time, I felt like I was leaving something behind every time I went to stay with Nathan at his house. I wasn’t sure if Marie was home, or if she was hanging out with Danielle. She seemed happier these days the few times I had run into her. I wasn’t around as much and the boys stayed away from her. That was what she wanted.

As I entered the house, I stalled in the living room. Would this be the last time I ever saw this place? Would it be the last time I cringed, listening for my stepmother, even though she wasn’t here right now? Would I never have to tiptoe around again? 

I went to my stepmother’s room first. I stood there for a long time, staring at the stripped bed, checking the space. It’d been weeks since my stepmother had been home, taken by the Academy to the hospital. They finally told me she was down south in the Mayo Clinic, and that they were watching her. I’d told Marie and the boys left her a phone number, an address and a room number and said she could visit whenever she wanted. They’d even drive. I didn’t know if she’d done anything with the information. She didn’t talk to me.

Sisters as far apart as they could be.

I shuffled through drawers, trying to figure out the most likely spot for a birth certificate and other identity documents. After going through the dressers, I tried the closet, the side tables. Nothing. Suddenly I remembered the box under the bed.

I knelt and pulled the old shoebox out. Inside was an old photograph of my stepmother, possibly the only photograph of anyone in our family in the entire house. I glanced at it once, and something thick and heavy settled over my heart. Fear. Even when she wasn’t here, I felt her whispering, telling me to stay locked away, because other people were bad. I could feel my knees pressing against the wood floor, or my throat and how it burned when she forced me to drink vinegar and lemon juice. I turned the photo over, feeling better without those critical eyes looking at me. 

I put it aside and checked the other contents. Old needles from injections she must have gotten and she never threw away, old pill bottles, notes she’d scribbled on and then left. They weren’t really legible. There wasn’t anything else inside. She kept her photo with some old trash? 

I returned the box, but kept the photo. I checked over the bedroom again. No birth certificate? No information on us? Where was Marie’s information? 

Maybe Marie knew. I crept up the stairs quietly. Marie’s bedroom door was open, so I stepped inside.

She wasn’t there. Her bedroom was cluttered with old clothes stacked in the corner, and her school books, barely touched, were in another corner. I found a pen and a piece of paper and wrote a short note: 

Couldn’t find my birth certificate. I’ll need that. If you know where it is, let me know?

I left it, and then left the photo of her mother with it. I thought she might like it.

I headed down the hall to my bedroom, half expecting one of the boys to be inside. I don’t know why, maybe because they were always around these days.

I didn’t hear the voices until I opened the door halfway. When I stepped in, the voices silenced. Dr. Green, Kota, and Mr. Blackbourne were standing in my bedroom. Victor and Gabriel sat on my bed.

I don’t know what shocked me more, the fact that they were in my bedroom together or that they’d been whispering. I had a flash of thought that someone was in trouble. The most surprising was the doctor and Mr. Blackbourne being there, too. They almost never showed up to this house. 

The sudden silence told me more than I was probably allowed to ask, but I did anyway. “Secret Academy meeting?”

The corner of Kota’s mouth inched up a little. “Sort of.”

“In my bedroom?”

“Nathan’s house is a mess right now. North and Nathan are doing a little renovation.”

Renovation? They must have started while I was working with Luke. “Ah.” I lingered in the doorway, gazing at their faces. I guessed Kota’s mother was home or else they would have gone there. Victor’s fire eyes centered on me, a simmer for the moment. Dr. Green smiled pleasantly as he sat at the foot of the bed. Gabriel was on his back on the bed, his fingers strumming an invisible guitar. Mr. Blackbourne was standing resolute, his steel eyes subdued into curiosity.

I refocused on Kota, whose green eyes behind his glasses lingered on me, silently asking me if I needed something or else could I give them a moment. I shifted from one foot to the other, trying to figure out what was wrong that required a secret meeting, but couldn’t come up with anything. “Anything I can do to help?”

“Well...” Dr. Green said, even while Mr. Blackbourne and Kota were starting to say no. “Actually, there might be one thing.”

“We can’t have her involved,” Mr. Blackbourne stated.

“It’s not involving her,” Dr. Green said. “It’s asking her opinion. That’s not getting involved.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked, ready for them to tell me there was a bomb or a fight or a boogeyman that needed to be taken care of. 

Kota glanced at the others quickly before settling his gaze back on me again. “Silas is out on an Academy job.”

“I haven’t heard from him since the football game yesterday.”

“Right, and there’s another job he could take, too. One that’s...well the Academy really wants him on this one.”

“So why not call him?” I asked.

“It may compromise his current job,” Mr. Blackbourne said. He crossed his arms over his chest. “We try not to submit Academy details about jobs via text or phone calls. It’s too easy to intercept.”

“Isn’t there a secret code or signal you could use?”

“Not now,” he said. “Especially since Volto went silent. We secured ourselves as much as possible, but it’s limiting now when we aren’t sure where he might be. If we use code, it’ll be obvious.”

“So no Bat Signal?”

Gabriel cracked with laughter. The others grinned, except for Mr. Blackbourne, who simply said, “No. We need to talk to him in person.”

“Do you want him to come back?”

“We want to tell him to hurry with his job, without compromising it, and without alerting anyone else as to why we need him back. We just need to know if he’ll be back in time to take this new job or if we need to tell them to go to someone else. Everyone else either can’t do it or they’re busy.”

It took me a moment to think of what to do, but after I had it, I dipped my fingers into my bra, pulling out my new iPhone in the pink case. The old one had cracked. I couldn’t remember how many phones I’d been through the last few months. I punched a message at the screen.

“What are you doing?” Kota asked. “We said not to ask him directly to come back.”

I finished my text and sent it. “I didn’t.”

Mr. Blackbourne gave me a scrutinizing look. “You just sent him a text?”

“Yes.”

His eyes narrowed. “I wish you would have shown it to me first.”

My phone vibrated to life in my hands. I checked the screen. “He’ll be back tonight.”

The room silenced. Did they not expect me to help? Isn’t that what they asked me to do?

“What did you say?” Dr. Green asked.

I shrugged, holding out my phone, allowing them to read the screen.

Sang: “Miss you.”

Silas: “7.”

“That means he’ll be back at seven, right?” I asked. 

Surprised filled each of their faces. Victor was gawking. There were smiles on the other faces, and Mr. Blackbourne’s stood out the most, a millimeter at most, but dazzling me with its warmth. 

It was Kota who finally nodded. “Yeah,” he said. 

“Is that all you needed?”

“Uh huh.”

“I’ll uh...guess I’ll go see what North and Nathan are up to—” 

There was a knocking, loud enough and hard enough to feel like the house was shaking. Immediately after, the doorbell rang twice.

The boys never knocked. Marie didn’t have to. I checked with the others as to who it could be, as if they could see through walls.

They stared back with the same surprised expression.

Kota stood and came forward. “It’s probably just the mailman.”

I nodded, and started to turn around to head back downstairs. Kota went with me, followed by Gabriel.

“Don’t we have a camera out there?” Gabriel asked.

“It’s a guy,” Victor said above us from the top of the stairs. He had his phone in his hand and he was tapping at it. “He’s turned the wrong way though.”

“Shouldn’t I just answer it?” I asked. 

“And what if we’re wrong and it’s an ax murderer?” Gabriel asked. “Or the police?”

Why did he have to say that? At the last step, I hesitated for a second before touching down. Kota crashed into me, put his hands on my hips and eased me down the last step.

I started for the door, but Kota took my arm, tugging me back. I checked behind me, and Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green were at the top of the stairs. Victor was ahead of them on the stairs, but waiting.

Another ring of the doorbell, and Kota checked through the peephole. His head jerked back and his expression changed to something grim. He looked back up the stairwell, pointed to Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green and waved his hand in a shooing motion.

The two of them immediately retreated to my bedroom.

I imagined they still lingered, listening and waiting. Who was it that Kota had to ask them to back away?

Kota opened the door, stepping back.

Mr. Hendricks stood on the front porch. He glowered at Kota instantly and then looked at me. 

My heart thundered and my hand fluttered to my throat as I took a short step back. What was the principal doing here? Forcing myself to be polite, I spoke. “Hello? Did you need something?”

“I didn’t realize you had...company,” Mr. Hendricks said. His shaved head and criticizing eyes and broad stature made him look even fiercer outside of school. He wore brown slacks, a white collared shirt, no tie or jacket like he usually did, so he looked a little different. 

“This is highly inappropriate,” Kota said.

“This is a matter that can’t wait,” he said. He stepped forward, putting a foot in the hallway. 

Kota started to step in front of him to block him from further access. “You should...”

“I don’t need permission to visit the home of one of my students,” Mr. Hendricks said. “But I wanted her to pass a message to you anyway, so you may as well be here.”

Kota raised his eyebrows. Gabriel eased forward, putting a hand at the small of my back. I hadn’t realized how my body rattled until his touch was steady against me.

Victor finished his descent down the stairs to stand beside Kota. “If you must,” Victor said, “we should go somewhere else. You should have called us directly. Or talked to Mr. Blackbourne.”

“What I have to say concerns all of you,” Mr. Hendricks said. “You should listen.”

“Would you care to step into the living room?” Kota asked, his face tight, not showing emotion. 

As Mr. Hendricks entered, a thousand questions buzzed through me. The last time I’d been in his office, I’d been with Marie. Marie had let slip that our mother was in the hospital and our father was at work, but I don’t know if he really knew the entire situation. Why would he dare to show up otherwise? Would he have confronted my mother if she’d been here? 

Mr. Hendricks went into the living room. Victor and Kota stood with him. Gabriel drew me toward the couch and I sat next to him.

“We’ve got a situation,” Mr. Hendricks said. He kept his arms drawn in tight against his body, like he wanted to stop himself from touching anything in the room. “It’s the homecoming game and dance.”

“Shouldn’t you have called Mr. Blackbourne about this?” Kota asked.

“He’s the one that you should be concerned with,” he said. “This bomber seems to have a particular interest in him. I need you to convince him to make it clear he will not be attending either the game or the dance, and to announce it publicly.”

“Why?” Kota asked.

“Because this game doesn’t just involve students. It’s another school, parents, and who knows how many others. A bomb threat on campus we can tolerate. The students deal with it, and the parents of our students know it happens, but nothing ever occurs. They treat it like a school prank. A bomb threat at a homecoming game would force the issue. The police will look closer when other parents threaten to sue our school.”

Victor cleared his throat. “So it isn’t bad enough the school is threatened, it’s when parents show up that it’s an issue?” 

“Parents are always worse than their kids,” he said. “They’ll create a dramatic scene about it. At any rate, if the bomber is focused on Mr. Blackbourne, and he isn’t going to be there, then there’s no reason to target the game.”

“We’ll consider it,” Kota said. 

“I’m not asking,” Mr. Hendricks said. He pointed a finger in my direction and addressed me. “I’ve talked to your father.”

My heart thundered and I sat up. Gabriel kept his hand at my elbow, nearly growling as he spoke. “What about him?” he asked.

I was grateful they were speaking for me so I didn’t have a chance to screw up.

“I know he’s at work, and that your mother is in the hospital. I told him specifically that I’d look out for his daughters.”

It was a bolt of lightning striking me. My father, maybe not knowingly, was working with the last person he should trust.

“Again, highly inappropriate,” Kota said. “You can’t threaten her.”

“This isn’t a threat,” Mr. Hendricks said coolly. “This is her welfare we’re concerned with.”

The beady look in his eyes and his assured posturing told me way more than what he was saying. He thinks he’s found his ace. He had control of me, and the boys who were fighting to protect me were playing into this. He wants them to react. I had to speak up, or this whole thing might play into Mr. Hendricks’s plan.

“Is that all you needed?” I asked. The boys instantly turned to me. Kota shook his head slightly. Victor’s fire eyes lit up with curiosity. Gabriel squeezed at my arm, urging me to be quiet, but I couldn’t help it. My lips started to move. I wanted to protect them as much as they wanted to protect me. “You simply needed Mr. Blackbourne not to attend the game or the dance?”

“And to make it known he will be somewhere else,” he said. “Anywhere else.”

He could have been setting Mr. Blackbourne up in a trap somehow. “What if this bomber tries to target the game anyway?”

“We’ll have to deal with that if it happens,” he said. “But I don’t think he will. If Mr. Blackbourne isn’t there, this bomber doesn’t seem interested. There’s been ample opportunity for him to target places, but the names on the boxes are for Mr. Blackbourne only, in places he’d be, or the phone calls mention him specifically.”

The original bomb that had shown up arrived in the music room, the one class he had, with me. I hadn’t realized the others were targeted to him, too. Or Mr. Blackbourne didn’t tell me. 

I looked to the others. I wasn’t sure if this was a trick, and I didn’t want to confirm. The request seemed simple enough. “You thought,” I said, “if you talked to me that I could convince him not to?”

“This is not just our school involved in this anymore.”

“We’ll see,” Kota said. “But calling her father and using him over her head can’t be done any more.”

“The school board is requiring that I keep you Academy students with us,” he said. “But she’s my student. I’ll do what I feel is necessary for her and for the safety of all my students.”

There was more to this. He was protecting himself somehow in his request. Maybe the bomb threat would lead to a deeper investigation, one that could expose him.

It was tempting to let it happen, if it really was just a threat and wouldn’t hurt anyone. Like before, where they were empty boxes and a voice on the phone, it seemed it was a small price to pay to finally figure out what Mr. Hendricks was up to.

“I’ll try to talk to him,” I said, when no one else was saying anything. “But I don’t know what will happen.”

Mr. Hendricks nodded. “I want to hear back from you Monday with an answer.” 

Mr. Hendricks left the house, walking to a town car parked out front. We all watched him from the front windows.

He completely ignored the car across the street; one of his people watching the house. 

“He knows my parents are gone,” I said as I lost sight of him.

“He’s way out of line,” Kota said. “And he’s getting nervous.”

“That’s good,” Victor said. “He’s likely to screw up somewhere now, isn’t he?”

“Fucking shit,” Gabriel said. “He’s showing up everywhere. Isn’t it bad enough we’ve got people following us? Why can’t we just expose him now?”

“Because if the police investigate, it’ll freeze those accounts,” Kota said. He scanned the street once more and released the blinds. He turned to the rest of us, and then looked up and called out. “All clear!”

There were footsteps on the stairs and then Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green appeared. Mr. Blackbourne frowned. “We heard,” he said. I imagined he meant he was listening in on one of our cell phones to hear the conversation.

“He acted like he didn’t know you were here,” Kota said. “I’m going to assume his people don’t know. But how do you want to handle this?”

“We’ll have to talk,” Mr. Blackbourne said, then looked at me. “We need you unavailable at this residence from now on. Next time we get a chance, we need to inform your sister. You aren’t home is always the answer.”

“What about at night?” I asked. “I mean I can’t always be gone.”

“Kota’s right,” he said. “He’s getting too familiar. This interaction between him and your father has to end. He may figure out he’s never home soon enough, and it might even lead to looking into you and your family situation.”

“We need to get her out of her family for good,” Dr. Green said.

“One thing at a time,” Mr. Blackbourne said. 

For good. Several times, the boys mentioned me leaving, and for some reason, I always pictured I’d live here with my family forever. My mother, even while she was gone at the hospital, always seemed to be right behind me, watching, waiting for me to do something she thought was wrong. At night, I listened for her, and every creak of the house had me wondering if she was coming for me.

Since I started sleeping at Nathan’s house, I had new sounds to learn. It didn’t seem to matter where I was, the nightmares still followed.

But I had to put my own fears aside. “He’s after you,” I said quietly. I looked at Mr. Blackbourne, meeting his gray eyes. “This is a trap. If you show up, and there’s a bomb threat, it’s your fault. If you’re not there, and do what he says, he’s either setting a trap for you, or there’s something else.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” he said quietly. “We have a week to figure it out.”

“So this might be our last week?” Gabriel asked. “Is it wrong to hope so?”

“We’ve still got a job to do,” Dr. Green said. He smiled, the amusement flickering in his eyes. “And I think we’re smarter than he is. Or do I give you boys too much credit?”

The only answer was to figure out what Mr. Hendricks was up to before it happened. Otherwise, I might be trapped in a school without the boys.

I wasn’t sure I’d survive without them.
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Rebuilding
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I left the boys to finish up their Academy discussions. I was tempted to linger, but I knew better than to listen in. Sometimes half listening was more dangerous.

But as I left the house, I wondered what else they needed to talk about that they couldn’t in front of me. Not only that, but Silas was out on a job and I hadn’t realized that was where he’d gone. I’d been with the other boys or at the diner, busy. It was hard to keep tabs on all nine of them. Now that I knew some of the secrets of the Academy, that jobs could be dangerous, it made me realize if they weren’t in front of me, they could actually be out there doing something which could lead to one of them being in the hospital, or worse.

While they often promised me that it was actually out of the ordinary for them to do things which were dangerous, I didn’t feel like I could fully believe it. Not when so much of what they did in front of me often resulted in one of us getting hurt.

With Mr. Hendricks after Mr. Blackbourne, I realized how close I was to possibly being the reason for the failure of their mission. Mr. Hendricks was using me to manipulate them. The only one he thought he had to get rid of was Mr. Blackbourne; he saw him as the most dangerous. Maybe he thought if Mr. Blackbourne left, the others would, too. I wasn’t sure how true that was.

Nathan’s house was a few doors down from mine on Sunnyvale Court. The single story brick house had a freshly cut front lawn and in the driveway was North’s black truck. The tailgate was down, and Nathan’s bathtub was sitting in the bed, tied into place for hauling.

The front door of the house was unlocked, and I walked in to the thundering crack of sledgehammers against drywall. I was surprised I recognized the sound for what it was. Not for the first time, I realized how much I’d changed, not just in attitude, but in how much I’d learned in the couple of months I’d been around the guys.

I found Nathan and North in the bathroom, taking out the wall of the closet. Both had their shirts off, their hair sprinkled with dust. I stood back, out of range of their swings. Nathan was a half a head shorter than North, but every bit of his body was defined detail of muscle, and his shoulders were wider. With his reddish-brown hair and blue eyes, I thought the term ruggedly handsome fit him best.

North wasn’t as defined as Nathan, but his torso was very impressive. A thick mess of coarse hair trailed from the waist of his black jeans up to meet with his belly button. With his wild eyes and the dark hair, he was fierce, even when doing ordinary things.

As North moved, something caught my eye. There was a spot on his chest that looked like a deep bruise. I stared at it, because the shape was strangely familiar. I couldn’t recall...had I hit him at some point and leave a mark? Did someone else hit him?

North swung once more at the wall, bringing down the last of the wall, it crashing at his feet. He dropped the sledgehammer onto the tile, wiping at his brow with the back of his hand. He turned, his fierce brown eyes catching me staring. “What?” he asked, his voice deep and gruff.

Still, I couldn’t help looking at the dark mark. Now that he’d turned, it was black, but there was a thin line... of pink? And it was almost shaped like a heart. But it was messed up, too. The outline was irregular, and the center was only partially filled in with the black fading toward the center. “Did you drop the hammer on yourself or...” I started to ask, unable to finish because I couldn’t come up with another theory. 

His eyebrows lifted in confusion. I drifted a hand out toward him, my fingertips brushing at the spot close to the mark. 

He looked down, but quickly patted my hand away. “Stop.”

“I thought it was a bruise.”

“It’s not a bruise.”

“What is it?”

He grunted, and looked back at Nathan, who had stopped and was leaning with his back against the wall, watching us curiously. North turned back, lifted his sledgehammer over his shoulder and headed for the hallway. “I’ll tell you later,” he said as he passed and cut through the kitchen, heading to the door out to the garage.

I watched as he left, confused. 

Nathan cocked his head. “What was that about?”

I shrugged. “It’s a secret, I guess.”

He smirked, and shoved his fingers through his hair, his deep blue eyes lighting up. He leaned over the open door, looking around. “He’s out in the garage?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.” He grabbed my hand, dragging me into the bathroom and shoved the door closed. The room was missing the counter, the toilet, and now the closet. The tub was gone. It was simply a blank space with exposed two by four beams, and ready for sheetrock. 

Nathan pushed me until my back was against the door. He planted a palm on either side of my neck. He leaned in, his lips finding mine and he kissed me. It was a shallow kiss, simply pressing his lips to mine, but lingered long, like he didn’t want to stop. A spark lit up from it, sinking down into my heart, and dipping further, giving my stomach butterflies. His bare chest grazed against my breasts as he leaned in, sending another wave of warmth through me. The scent of cypress and leather mixed with some sweat and sheetrock dust filled my nose. 

I tried to respond, though I felt my kiss was sloppy. I was still kind of new to this kissing thing. 

He backed up, smiling so wide that I couldn’t help my own lips from grinning, he was that infectious. “Hi Peanut.”

“Hi Honey. What are you doing to your bathroom?” 

“I didn’t like it anymore, and after my dad broke the toilet and some other stuff, I’d been thinking of doing something new to it. That and North wanted a new project to work on.”

“So you’re redoing the whole thing?”

“Yup,” he said. He turned around, pointing. “I was going to put the sink there, this time, and there was a walk in shower I saw at the hardware store. I think I want to get Silas to put in one of those shower fixtures that goes into the ceiling. You know, like the one at Victor’s house.”

Alarm seized through me. “No tub?” I asked, trying to sound excited because he sounded like he was.

“Naw,” he said. “I never use the damn thing. And this will be great. It’ll make the rest of the bathroom smaller, but I think all of the other guys will like it, too. Especially Silas. He’s always griping about the shower fixtures being too short here and at Kota’s.”

I wanted to keep listening to him, but my head was swimming with the thought of just a shower at Nathan’s. Since Nathan’s dad was now working a half a world away, and there wasn’t the risk of him coming by, at least surprising us like last time, I had hoped to spend more time here, but now I worried about being discovered for something I wasn’t sure I was ready to reveal.

Nathan didn’t know I was terrified of showers. I swallowed the urge to tell him, feeling awkward and unsure. It was Nathan’s house, after all. He really wanted this new shower. I guessed that Victor didn’t tell him, or didn’t know they were replacing the tub, because I thought he might have mentioned it. He must be keeping his promise to me still to keep it between us for now. I didn’t want the others to try to fix me or worry about me when they did so much for me already. It sounded like Silas had already approved of this shower, or would like it, too. Certainly North did, which was why he was here. 

The longer I didn’t say anything, the more complicated this was getting. Every time I even thought to shower or tried, I panicked, once I even fainted. What would happen when I needed to wash, and all Nathan had was a shower?

Nathan turned back to me, the same crazy smile still stuck on his face. “But it’ll take time. Knocking everything out was the easy part. The hard part is putting the pieces in. We’re going to be stuck using my dad’s bathroom for a few days at least.”

We’d been using that one since the toilet broke until they could find the time to fix the bathroom. I worried now they might replace the tub in his dad’s bathroom, too. I could only hope that would stay. I could find reasons to use that one instead of the shower for the most part. Maybe that would work.

He took my wrist, tugging it up until it was around his neck. My other arm followed, completing the embrace. He wrapped his arms around my body. “What do you say? You want to go with Gabriel and pick out tile colors and new towels?”

I smothered the lump in my throat. “Today?”

He laughed again, and dipped his head. He kissed me on the nose. “When you and him have a moment, I guess.” He hugged me close.

I stared at the wall, at the mess they had made. A new shower. Silas running for homecoming king. Secret Academy meetings.

Is this what my life would be like from now on?

♥♥♥
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North returned to help clean up the mess in the bathroom. With the close quarters and two big guys trying to work in there, I was in the way, so they shooed me out.

I ended up in Nathan’s bedroom for a while. I took the pencils out of my hair and sprawled out on the bed, messing up the maroon blanket I’d put into place that morning.

The room smelled like Nathan, of cypress and leather. It felt like him. There were little touches of me now mixed in as well. A bookshelf had been added, with the books from my bedroom, plus a few extra ones thanks to Kota. There were hair clips on the nightstand, and on the dresser was a bathroom kit with the few things I’d taken from the house. I left a lot for Marie.

There wasn’t much, but then there wasn’t much that was mine at the house, either. I also needed to leave some things there, so if I had to return, my father would think I’d been there the whole time, so the stereo, old clothes and other things I didn’t really need had remained just to make it look like I still lived there.

I sucked in a breath, and held it, for no reason other than it was a moment when nothing was happening. Surreal. I started to doze. I didn’t want to sleep, but just relax and try to figure out what Mr. Hendricks was up to, among other things.

I’m not sure how much time passed before there was a knock at the door. It felt like only minutes, but the hoarseness in my throat told me it was longer than that. I scrubbed my face with a palm. “Huh?” I called to the person behind the door. I started tugging at the hem of my shorts that had ridden up my thighs.

The door opened, and Mr. Blackbourne looked in. His gray eyes scanned the room and settled on me.

My eyes widened and my heart jumped. I scrambled to sit upright. I should have answered the door properly, not called out without even a solid word. I was embarrassed to be so improper. “Mr. Blackbourne,” I said by way of greeting.

“Miss Sorenson,” he said.

“Sorry,” I said as I smoothed out the shirt on my body and combed back lose strands of my hair.

“Don’t apologize,” he said. He opened the door wider and took a step inside. He was as immaculate as ever, with his hair brushed back, the gray suit and maroon tie. The shirt was a slightly different than normal, with more gray to the usual white, and the tie had a thin gold stripe instead of being a solid color. His eyes shifted as he studied the room. “I thought you’d like to join us now.”

“To talk about Mr. Hendricks?” I asked.

“For a family meeting,” he said. “Now that our Academy business is out of the way, and we’ve got most of our members here, we should probably have one.”

Silas had once told me they held family meetings but I had yet to be invited to one. I nodded, eager to listen in. My heart fluttered, too, nervous at the idea of being a part of them in such a way. I started to climb off the bed.

Mr. Blackbourne stepped forward, holding out a hand, staring right at me.

I stopped my movements, at first confused with what he wanted. He wanted me to hold his hand?

Then I understood he meant to help me climb off the bed. I sucked in a breath, holding it as I eased my hand into his.

He grasped it and held strong. He touched lightly at my elbow, guiding me to stand up beside him.

The smallest stretch of that millimeter smile appeared. “I’m sorry I’ve been so busy lately,” he said.

“We’ve all been,” I said quietly. 

“We shouldn’t be so busy that we don’t have time to talk properly.”

“You know,” I said, “perhaps we could...” I trailed off because I realized it was idiotic, and also because he still had a hold of my hand. He held firmly, like he was assisting holding me upright. His palm had been cool, but started to warm quickly. The longer he held on, the harder my heart started to pound.

He stared at me after I hesitated. “Yes?” he asked.

“I know we’re not really supposed to text much about Academy things,” I said, “but I wondered if, since you’re busy, maybe we should...maybe since we go so long...” I stumbled for the right way to suggest it. I’d been so used to texting the other boys, or calling them, but Mr. Blackbourne was always someone I only bothered if I needed something. I couldn’t imagine just calling him to talk about everyday things. I thought perhaps if I could text him on occasion, it’d be easier. I’d get to know him more, even if he was busy.

He stared for so long, his lips pursed. I wasn’t sure if I had said the wrong thing.

“Of course,” I continued, “I know there’s security protocols. And I know there—”

“Family first,” he said, his voice softer. “We shouldn’t text or talk on the phone about Academy issues, but any other topic should be fine.”

I nodded. My heart tripped over itself, and I pushed my free palm to my thigh, trying to still my hand from shaking. I tried to think of something I’d want to tell him that wasn’t about the Academy. I knew several things, but being brave about saying it out loud was difficult.

His head tilted, and those gray eyes glided down to my T-shirt and shorts. He touched a finger briefly to the corner of his dark-rimmed glasses, adjusting them. “Would you like to change before you come out to the living room?”

“I don’t want to hold everyone up,” I said automatically, and then realized he had been suggesting I change and I’d dismissed it right off. He wasn’t a shorts and T-shirt type of person. I was out of place next to him, with the suit and tie. 

He released me, straightening, and then headed for the door. “We shouldn’t be too long.”

I made a fist with my hand, holding onto the bit of warmth we’d shared in the moment. I tried to soothe the feelings before following him out.

♥♥♥

[image: ]


In the living room, Kota, Victor and Gabriel sat on the couch. North and Nathan were sitting cross-legged on the floor. They had their shirts back on, but they were still a little dusty and grimy-looking. Dr. Green was in the armchair. Luke was perched on the coffee table. 

I was surprised to see he was back from the diner so soon. The news was on the television and they were mostly focused on that.

The moment I appeared with Mr. Blackbourne, Victor moved to sit beside Luke on the coffee table and motioned for me to take the spot he’d opened. 

Normally, I would have protested that I could have sat on the table, but with Mr. Blackbourne there, I didn’t want to make a fuss. I sat between Kota and Gabriel. Gabriel put an arm on the couch pillow behind me, smiling, putting a spark in his crystal blue eyes.

I tried to focus on Mr. Blackbourne, who moved to stand by the television. Dr. Green hit the mute button, leaving the television on, images of the news flashing across the screen. 

Gabriel’s fingers drifted out until he was brushing his fingertips at the back of my neck. He slid them back and forth, like strumming a guitar.

I smiled, warmed by the touch. This was a moment for me. I could feel it in the air, electrified and yet no one was saying so out loud. This was a boundary I was crossing. A family meeting was something they regularly did together, and now I was part of that, because I was part of the family.

“Mr. Lee,” Mr. Blackbourne said quietly. He stood tall, his shoulders pulled back. “Would you like to begin?”

Heads turned toward Kota. Kota looked at me, directly. “Did you get the last of what you needed at your house?” he asked me.

“I think so,” I said. “I was looking for my birth certificate.”

He squinted at me. The rest of them seemed to stiffen. Kota tilted his head. “Did you need it for something?”

“Won’t I?” I asked. “I mean, I guess I could go back for it later. I left a note for Marie to look for it. Unless you mean I’ll be back there and...”

“There’s no need to return anymore,” Mr. Blackbourne said, “not unless you want to. You shouldn’t need your birth certificate at the moment.”

I nodded, responding that I understood his meaning. He didn’t want me to return unless I had to.

My mind spun, thinking of all the things I may have forgotten, wondering and worried about my father returning, or someone else discovering the truth. Perhaps that’s why he said it like an order. To close that door, and not allow me to linger by looking for things I really didn’t need.

“If the move is finished,” Kota said. “Then there’s the remodel of Nathan’s house.”

“We’ve cleared out the bathroom,” Nathan said. “We’re just cleaning up. The next step is putting in shower fixtures and...” he trailed off, as if trying to remember all the details.

“It’ll take a couple of weeks,” North said. He stared at his own black jeans, rubbing at a spot. “Especially with Silas being called in so much for Academy business lately. I could do it, but I’d prefer if he was here before we went any further. I planned this badly. I thought he’d be done by the time we needed him.” 

At the mention of the fixing of the bathroom, I checked out Victor, who was looking at North instead of me, so he didn’t notice me looking at him. Did he not know about the shower? Maybe he didn’t know of the plans, he just knew it was being remodeled. 

“Otherwise, the street is fairly quiet,” Kota said. “My house is business as usual.” He looked at Victor. “Is your dad still in Europe?”

“For now,” Victor said. “After the security fiasco, the guards at the house have been temporarily doubled. They’re upgrading the system to require double checking schedules. They all check in with me at regular intervals, now.”

I listened intently, trying to figure out if this was part of the family meeting process. Kota went down the line, checking in with each person about any issues at home. Family meeting was a check-in so everyone could see what was going on?

“How’s Pam?” Kota asked Gabriel.

“Peachy,” Gabriel said. He grunted, stilling his hand on my neck and leaving his palm there. “She’s got this new boyfriend, though. Not sure if I like him.”

“We can’t make choices for her,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Is he a threat?”

“He keeps her out at night,” Gabriel said. “I haven’t checked the accounts to figure out if he’s spending money on her or if she’s paying.”

“I can check, if you want,” Victor said.

Gabriel nodded. “It’ll help. If it’s his money, I don’t care. She doesn’t have a whole lot to spend on anything else right now. I don’t want to have to cover for her because of this.”

“Are you there by yourself at night?” Mr. Blackbourne asked.

“These days? A bit more than usual,” Gabriel said. “I can handle it, though.”

“Maybe you should consider staying with Victor,” Mr. Blackbourne asked, although I sensed it really wasn’t a suggestion. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but there’s been more than the usual security issues lately. You should stay with others whenever possible.”

“He could stay here,” Nathan said quickly.

“He can stay with us,” Luke said. “We’ve got the new house fixed up better now. There’s a spare room.”

“Victor’s closer to his home, just in case Pam needs anything,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Although we should consider moving her and you to a different location.”

“She likes the place too much,” Gabriel said. “Still holding onto the past.”

My head was spinning trying to keep up. I didn’t know much about Pam, and I wanted to ask questions. It sounded like Gabriel took care of Pam, rather than the other way around. The conversation also made me wonder exactly where Gabriel lived.

“Maybe the new boyfriend will be good for her, then,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Maybe she’ll change her mind.”

My lips were glued together, even with a hundred questions still hovering. They revealed so much about each other, looking out for each other. In a way, I also felt useless. I didn’t know to suggest anything.

“I think that covers everything going on home-wise,” Kota said, although he checked with Dr. Green, who simply nodded. Nothing new there; he worked a lot, and his routine was fairly fixed. 

“There is one Academy issue we need to discuss with everyone,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Despite what Mr. Hendricks says about requiring me to be absent at these events, we need to focus on security for the homecoming game and the following dance.”

At this, everyone sat up. I scanned the room. Eyes were attentive, focused. I had to assume North and Nathan had been filled in about Mr. Hendricks.

Mr. Blackbourne focused on us. “I don’t take this lightly, but we don’t have a choice. There’s the safety of the students involved. Our anonymous bomber has become more brazen.”

“So he thinks the bomber will focus on the game or the dance?” Kota asked. “If you’re not there, couldn’t he still be tempted to try, anyway?”

“I think we’re dealing with someone who likes to show off,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “We don’t know what he wants, but he likes attention, whoever it is. I’m not convinced I’m the only one he’s trying to draw attention from.”

“Isn’t it Volto?” Gabriel asked. “That punk kid with the mask?”

“I’m starting to wonder,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Volto liked to make an appearance. He liked to show off, but he showed us his mask when it was him. He followed us off campus. This bomber is repeating himself and stays anonymous. He seems more focused on the school. He’s not following us anywhere else.”

“He could be trying to throw us off,” Victor said. “I mean, Volto was working with Muriel. He could be working with someone else, someone we don’t see.”

“We can’t eliminate any possibilities,” Mr. Blackbourne said, “but we can’t go with theories. Precautions are necessary. Mr. Hendricks has a plan. It requires me being absent. We’ll have to make counter-efforts, and hopefully figure out what he’s up to.”

“So no matter what happens,” Kota said, his face grim, “if it’s a fake bomb threat, or something that Volto does, if you are there, he could say the bomber is targeting you and you wouldn’t listen and threatened the kids anyway. If you don’t show up, he’ll blame you for not being there because you were put in charge of security.”

“And he could use it to show we’re incompetent,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Since we know the superintendent is on his side, we’ll have to be extra careful. Our contacts inside the school board can only do so much. If we are at fault for anything going on at the game, he’ll have found his way to get us out of the school.”

“What do we do?” I asked. Heads turned. I was surprised I voiced anything at all, but I was working out all the possibilities of a bomber, Volto, Mr. Hendricks, or anyone else that would scheme to hurt students, or cause problems that would get the boys kicked out. I couldn’t imagine going to school without them.

“The game is this Friday,” he said. “With the dance on Saturday, on Halloween.”

“There was a girl collecting money,” I said. “At the diner. She left a can for donations. Isn’t it too soon for it to be happening if they’re still collecting?”

“That money goes into the dance,” he said. “They have a goal of getting it all in by Wednesday. They don’t want to hold the dance at the school, so they’re raising money to rent out a venue. Mr. Hendricks might have had some influence there. They’re looking at Middleton Place.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

Kota held up his hand, pointing out beyond the door. “There’s an event hall on this old plantation. It’s got large gardens and plenty of room.”

“Plenty of places to hide a bomb,” North said. “Shouldn’t they have reserved this months ago? How are they getting it now?”

“It’s a special favor from the owners,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “I think they’ll probably donate the venue at whatever the girls manage to raise. This means more publicity.”

“I don’t like it,” North said. “It’d be bad enough if it was at the school, but now we’re looking at an outside venue. Do we have access to it now?”

“That’s our job right now,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Some of us need to check out the venue. The rest need to focus on the game.”

“Should we call in reinforcements?” Dr. Green asked. “This is more than just our assignment now. This is beyond the school.”

“We’ll do whatever we need to do,” Mr. Blackbourne said, “but I think we need to focus on the source, rather than protection.”

“What do you mean?” Dr. Green asked.

“So far, we’ve been reacting to what he’s done,” he said. “We’ve yet to find a source. More than likely, this person was nearby when things started to happen. We need to be on the lookout for who this is.”

“You’re going to let him do what he wants?” I asked.

“So far he hasn’t really hurt anyone,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “He’s left anonymous calls and boxes. Scare tactics. If he wanted to blow something up, he would have. He hasn’t gone that far. I think our job needs to be looking at who is reacting and how. I want these bomb threats finished by this weekend.”

“That’s a dangerous play,” Dr. Green said. “Normally I’d jump at it, but there’s a lot to consider here.”

“We’ve got too many threats as it is,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “And this is one we can’t ignore going forward. He’s distracting us from what we’re really here for. We need to find him before this ever escalates into something dangerous. Our job here depends on this.”

“If you let him do what he wants just to catch him, doesn’t that mean you’ll be kicked out?” I asked. I hadn’t meant to let the question slip. It was still a real issue. This was what Mr. Hendricks was waiting for.

“Let’s worry about that if and when it ever happens,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “But I don’t think we’ll be leaving any time soon.”

He seemed so sure, that I didn’t question it further. I had to trust. I knew that.

“So tomorrow morning, some of us will meet at Middleton,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Check in with Kota for a schedule. And if that’s all we’ve got today, we’ll wrap up. Is there anyone who needs to speak with me privately?”

Without hesitation, hands went up: Victor’s, Gabriel’s, North’s and Nathan’s. 

The question and the immediate reaction surprised me. They seemed to share everything, so it was a surprise to see them needing to talk to each other in private. I glanced at Kota for an answer.
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