
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


As he massaged, though, he leaned over, and he kissed gently at my neck, and occasionally at my shoulders.

And occasionally lower along my back, following my spine.

A tingling sensation spurred in me. Enjoyment. Delight. He could mold me with his fingers and get me to relax in a moment.

He was passionate, and doting.

I mumbled quietly, partially talking into the pillow. “Victor, do you want me to try to do this to you, too?” It seemed only fair.

“If you want,” he said. “But... I enjoy this. I don’t know why.” He leaned forward and whispered hotly into my ear. “Every time I touch you, I want to touch you more. And please you.”
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(Short, open-ended compositions as introduction to a larger musical piece)

Victor

The rear gardens of the Morgan estate in downtown Charleston transformed for that evening’s outdoor banquet. Large, white tents billowed against a light breeze in the late January air. A stage large enough for a septet, put together with large, supportive metal bars, sat underneath the tent, ready to host a piano.

A piano rented especially for him.

Large tables were being rolled into the tent as well, stacked high on carts, brought out by a rental truck. The yellow three-story main house had party prep set-up crews streaming in and out.

It was all for him. Just him. At least, that’s what it said on paper.

Victor Morgan stood by, trying to avoid looking at anyone directly. There were clouds forming along the edges of the sky. He had small hopes it would become overcast to fit his mood.

One stiff-looking woman with a clipboard, her hair pulled back in a tight braid and wearing all black, marched over to Victor. She pointed the tip of a pen at him. “Are the arrangements for your party to your liking, Victor?” she asked, her voice wound up tight.

His lips twitched, ready to say, “It’s not my party.” He didn’t, although he struggled to come up with something else. His opinion didn’t matter here. “You should ask my mother,” he said, his tone duller than he’d meant.

The woman sniffed, lifting her nose a good inch at being snubbed but still waiting a second, as if hoping for any indication that he approved.

Did she need more support? “It’s... lovely,” he offered, halfhearted.

She walked away, a little doubt creeping into her smile.

Maybe he shouldn’t be here. They didn’t understand and he was probably sounding spoiled.

He possibly was. He should be grateful for everything he had.

Was it wrong to feel like he didn’t want it?

Victor’s fingers fiddled with the cuffs of his sleeves. It was still early, and the air was cool but growing warmer under the sun. Being inside was awkward with people streaming in and out, using the kitchens and any spare space to make preparations of lavish amounts of food and party gifts and decorations. The house was being cleaned from top to bottom for tours. At every moment, people brushed past him and he needed to shift out of the way.

Being outside, he was more noticeable and still sometimes in the way. There was no place to hide at the moment.

Victor checked his phone. A message had come through.

DEPTHCRAWLER: Found a trail.

Victor smirked. He didn’t need to answer. He’d reached out for assistance on a secret project a while ago, and it was just now getting a kickoff.

Too bad he was stuck for the evening. He’d have to get back to him tomorrow. He sent a message on a secured text.

DEPTHAFFECTION: Keep an eye. Will catch up when I can.

Movement out of the corner of Victor’s eyes caught his attention. A young man, maybe even his own age, shoved a cart full of folding chairs in front of him, trying to navigate a walkway, but the azalea bushes were getting mangled in with the casters.

Victor went to him and quietly picked up the corner of the cart, lifting it free from the bush.

“Thank you,” the guy said. He’d no name tag and wore all black like the others who were here to set up.

“No problem,” Victor said, and he continued to help him push through a particularly narrow space along the path, tugging bush branches away.

It was at that point Victor could physically feel the penetration of a dark set of eyes from across the way.

He ignored it until he got the cart through to where the path was clear. The guy pushing the cart nodded his head in Victor’s direction. “Thanks again.”

“Any time,” Victor said, and he meant it.

Victor turned away, ready to go back to where he’d been before, when his mother standing on the porch caught his eye.

She said nothing out loud, only mouthed the words.

You’re a Morgan.

Yes. Victor was a Morgan. Unfortunately. The name she married into, for status, for acceptance. Because when she grew up, a woman with a foreign last name and wealth was constantly butting heads with chauvinists and it made doing anything difficult.

The name carried a status Victor grew up with. Victor Morgan was expected to behave, and he often did. Not doing so meant more attention, and irritating articles and photographs that showed up in the newspaper.

Standing around was frustrating, though. He didn’t need to be here. Everything was taken care of. Not helping when people needed help made him feel even worse.

He’d attended dozens of this sort of event before, some in tribute to himself, like this one.

So why was this one more annoying than the others?

Because it was his birthday.

Although he felt more like a bystander, because all this wasn’t for him, really. It was for his parents. Their friends. The press popping by on the sidewalk, trying to take photos of the event.

Anything to improve the family name of Morgan.

“Victor?”

The sound of Sang’s voice calling his name lifted him out of bitter thoughts. She was here early.

He turned as she emerged from the walkway from the rear of the house to the edge of the gardens where he’d stood.

Nathan and Silas followed behind her. He couldn’t see what vehicle they’d brought with them. With the driveway taken up by set-up crew vehicles, they must have parked along the street and gone around. He hoped there wasn’t any press by the gate they entered from.

Nathan and Silas wore similar dark slacks with thin sweaters, Nathan’s in a deep burgundy, and Silas with a dark navy. 

Sang wore a short but lovely gray skirt and a long-sleeved white sweater. Together with the boots, it was elegant. Her pretty hair spilled out of a clip differently than normal, with loose curls added to the locks framing her face. Did Gabriel add those in or did she do that? Those were nice.

The ensemble was missing something though. He couldn’t quite figure out what it was.

He smiled as she approached, reaching for her hand. “You’re early,” Victor said.

Her fingers interlocked with his. Her hands were warm. And soft. “We’re not in the way, are we?” she asked.

He shook his head vigorously. “No, stay. But we don’t need to be out here.”

Silas scanned the people moving around, the security guards standing by. “If we don’t need to help...”

“Nothing for us to do,” Victor said with confidence. “Too many cooks, you know.” Another excuse, but worse than Victor helping out would be guests helping out. His mother would never approve. He motioned to the house. With the others there and upstairs with him, it might not be so awkward. Before, he had felt like the lone prince in the tower, too good to come down. His mother would want him out of the way at some point, anyway, so he could make a grand entrance right when she wanted.

He ushered them toward the house. Before they made it to the porch, someone called for him from the drive.

“Victor!”

More a summoning than just getting his attention. His spine prickled. He turned once again toward his mother.

With her shoulders back and head high, she stood alongside a couple party coordinators. But she wasn’t speaking to them.

The dead stare was obvious. She wanted him immediately.

Victor tried to hide his wincing. “Let me see what she wants. You three go ahead in.”

Nathan remained on the porch. “We’ll wait.”

He wasn’t sure if this made him feel better. His mother had grown particularly colder by the day, making demands he stay near the house, rehearse, be measured, again, for a new suit he didn’t need since he had dozens.

She got that way when she was getting ready for a big event that he was involved in. He was treated barely better than the workers involved. Just another piece to set up so everything could be perfect.

While the others remained on the porch, he crossed the small back lawn to where she was standing, acknowledging the coordinators with a nod.

Jasmine Morgan was regal perfection, wearing a bold red dress, accenting her slim body. Her gold and diamond necklace Victor knew to be made of paste. She’d wear genuine items tonight but wouldn’t wear such expensive jewels throughout the day. Like most others in her status, she had copies made for daily wear.

Trying not to show his annoyance, he spoke carefully. “Good morning. Did you need something?”

“Where are the keys to your car?” she asked pointedly.

Victor arched an eyebrow. “Did you need me to move it?”

The moment the words passed his lips, her eyes flared wide. He’d answered her demand with a question. And that was not something she thought acceptable. She held out her hand. “Please hand the key over. We’ll take care of it.”

He hesitated. Technically the car parked nearby wasn’t his. It was Mr. Blackbourne’s with Victor’s license plate added to the back. She’d never asked for the key to it before, and her sudden request for it now made him reluctant to just simply hand it over. “It’s... I don’t...”

Again her eyes flared but her hand remained. She was going to hold her position until he gave them over, and he wasn’t to question her in front of other people. Disobedience was never tolerated.

A raspy yet too familiar deep male voice came from behind him. “Victor, don’t be a brat about it today. It’s unbecoming.”

Victor closed his eyes, his spine tingling again. He bit his tongue before responding with what he wanted to say.

He turned as his father came up beside him, dressed in a blue Kiton dress suit, a red tie at his neck. The suit was one he’d talked about ad nauseum since he’d made the purchase, keen to mention the brand when anyone even glanced at it. His hair was neatly trimmed to whatever style happened to be popular that month and brushed back to perfection. In a way, George Morgan was the perfect decadent match for his wife. Although the lewd smile, his often unknown whereabouts, and his drinking habits were unbecoming, she never quarreled with him over it. He carried a tumbler with a Bloody Mary concoction as he drifted over to them.

“I was just offering to move it if that’s what you need,” Victor said. He’d never felt close to his father. Granted, his father never bothered to get close to him, either.

“She doesn’t want you driving off with it before the party and then leaving it somewhere else,” he said. “As you tend to do.”

“It’s never mattered before,” Victor said, again cocking a brow. He needed an explanation for the oddity. This was too strange and he had a gut feeling he needed to know. “I’d thought you’d want me out of the way until tonight anyway.”

Jasmine had retreated her hand and yet remained looking pointedly at him. “Please don’t go anywhere today. We’ve a long day and I don’t want you late for your own party.”

Is it my party or your party, Victor wanted to mutter but restrained himself. Did she just not want him to go anywhere? The party wouldn’t be for hours.

George leaned in to him, arm wrapping around his shoulder, and he held tight. He spoke into Victor’s ear and pretended to whisper, but his breath smelled of vodka and he spoke loud enough for anyone standing nearby to hear. “Don’t embarrass yourself in front of your little girlfriend.”

His mention had Victor turning his head, finding Sang had stepped off the porch. Concern etched onto her face. Her fingertip floated up to her lip, something she did when she was nervous. Silas and Nathan stood by, each looking apprehensive.

Victor wasn’t the one embarrassing himself. George Morgan attracted his own sort of attention. Half he got away with only because he was wealthy and the Morgan name still meant something in Charleston.

When Victor didn’t respond right away, George continued. “We can’t give you the new V28 tonight if you’re...”

“George!” Jasmine said sharply. “Don’t spoil it.” She looked to the coordinators and waved dismissively to them. “Allow me a minute, please.”

The coordinators practically evaporated and became invisible instantly.

Victor paled. He knew it had to be something. He hadn’t expected this.

A new car. Not just any car. A V28. A high-performance, might-as-well-be a race car. Bright. Fins everywhere. It’d be too obvious, too much to drive anywhere in Charleston without drawing loads of attention.

If they were going to give him a new one, it was the worst one. He could never drive it. He’d be expected to, but he absolutely couldn’t.

Not to mention he didn’t have his own car here. It was still in repair after it landed in a lake during an Academy job. If he handed it over now, he might not see it again but they’d learn it was Mr. Blackbourne’s. What was he going to tell them?

Suddenly, he felt a hand at his lower back, small and warm. Sang’s voice floated, polite and disarming.

“Victor,” she said. “Don’t we have a hair appointment in a little bit at the spa before tonight?”

Escape. That’s what he needed. “You’re right,” he said, taking her lead. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to just not hand it over. But I wanted to get this done this morning and would have asked for it back anyway in just a few minutes.”

Jasmine relaxed her stance and George backed away to stand closer to his wife. “I wish you would have thought to schedule it yesterday,” Jasmine said.

“I didn’t have time,” Victor said.

George wasn’t looking at him anymore. He was looking a little too closely at Sang for Victor to be comfortable. “Take her for a last spin,” he said. “A little morning tryst, right?” He winked for a good long second.

“Stop,” Victor said, the moment becoming increasingly uncomfortable.

Sang stood by still, now blushing. Without makeup to mask it, it was obvious she was completely embarrassed.

George looked ready to say more, but Jasmine nudged George just slightly by stepping closer to him. It appeared to others she was just getting close to her husband, but it was more akin to stepping on his foot to tell him silently to shut up. “Go, but be back soon. Forget what your father said. Try to look surprised.”

He dragged Sang away from his parents. Silas and Nathan joined them as they headed to Mr. Blackbourne’s car parked near the garage doors.

Sang leaned into him as they walked. “What are we going to do?” she asked. “The car...”

“I don’t know,” Victor said. He glanced back at Silas and Nathan, both stern-faced. When they caught up, Victor explained the situation quickly.

“Can we repair it within a couple of hours?” Silas murmured, but with his deep voice, it carried.

Victor checked over his shoulder again at his parents, worried they’d heard. As it was, his mother had gone back to the coordinators... and his father was talking to one particularly young-looking assistant carrying a load of tablecloths under her arm.

Nathan was slowly shaking his head, unsure of how to answer Silas. Victor wasn’t sure there was an answer. North could perform miracles with cars, but the extent of damage from being in the lake was unclear.

Before they reached the driveway, Victor stopped. A man in a dark suit with his back to them stood by the BMW. At first, Victor thought he was one of the workers perhaps admiring the car or ordered to wait to move it, like his mother had wanted.

“Pardon us,” Victor said.

The man turned, and the familiar face surprised him.

Mr. Buble wore dark-rimmed glasses, and had dark hair combed back neatly, still appearing damp after a morning shower. His suit was impeccable, with a thin, dark tie and the front buttons secure. The cut was perfect, although Victor wasn’t clear on the brand. It didn’t seem to have any indication of one. His gaze instantly went from Victor, to Sang, to the others and then back to Sang.

“Good morning,” he said. Every syllable clear and direct. He looked to Victor. “It’s your birthday, isn’t it, young Mr. Morgan? A very nice occasion indeed.”

Victor’s nerves shook. He was Academy, but not someone he’d spent a lot of time with. Was he here to monitor on behalf of the Academy for some security reason? He hadn’t been informed of it. Surely all of his own team being in attendance and helping with the security would be enough. “Mr. Buble,” Victor said, taking on a more formal tone, matching Mr. Buble’s. “Were you going to be attending the party? You’re very much invited, of course.”

“I learned from Mr. Blackbourne that Miss Sorenson was here. I wished to come by in person. I didn’t realize there was an event taking place. I didn’t mean to interfere.”

“You’re here for Sang?” Nathan asked.

Mr. Buble redirected his attention to him. “In a way, I’m here for all of you, but for her especially.”

“Is something wrong?” Sang asked. “Did you need us?”

“No, but from what I understand, you need me.” He stepped forward, closing the distance to them all and speaking the next part lower, looking directly at Sang. “I’m your new manager.”
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(The melodic subject of a musical composition)

Sang

We didn’t have time to figure out what having a new manager meant right now. Victor’s parents were asking for his car. His real one. And it wasn’t here. We needed to leave.

“Oh,” I said, unable to think of what else to say to Mr. Buble. I didn’t want to be rude to him, either. I looked to the others, unsure of what to do. Surely this was something they had been through before or knew about? He didn’t seem like someone to worry about. I’d met him before at camp, where he’d been part of a council who decided if I should be permitted to try out for the Academy. And he’d been for it.

The others, though, seemed too quiet, too surprised by this. The expressions on their faces uncomfortable.

Nathan was the first one to extend a hand to him in offering. “We didn’t know we were getting one.”

Mr. Buble shook his hand quickly and nodded. “This is not for you,” he said, his expression remained placid. “She is a new applicant, a tryout protégé, as it were. And most newcomers get a manager, particularly anyone underage who no longer has immediate family members to rely on. Just following protocol.”

I looked to the others. I couldn’t remember them telling me they had a manager.

But then they hadn’t needed one. They’d been teamed up with Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green, who had been full-fledged members when they found Victor and the others. I wasn’t sure how it all worked for them, but it was clear from Victor’s and the others’ expressions that this was something new.

“Well,” Victor said. “We actually need to get going right now. We have a bit of a... a thing...” He wasn’t sure if it was time to share the details. “If you’d like to join the party later...”

“If she’s going, I’d like to come along,” he said. He put up his hands, showing us his palms. “I’m only here as an observer right now. Pretend I’m not here. I’ll just be assisting for a few days. Maybe a couple of weeks, depending on how long it takes.”

“All the time?” I asked. I couldn’t help it, the question slipped out, along with my surprised tone.

He shook his head. “A few hours a day, but we’ll work out a schedule. I’m happy to explain how managers work with new applicants.” He looked up at Victor. “Shall I explain on the way?”

He was from the Academy. We were supposed to trust them. There was no reason not to agree to it, but the way Victor looked in that moment frightened me. They all looked unsure about this.

I put my hand in Victor’s quickly and squeezed it. “It’s fine,” I said. “Maybe I can go with him?” I turned to Mr. Buble. “Did you bring a vehicle?”

“I did, indeed,” Mr. Buble said. He motioned to a black town car parked near the gate to the estate. “And I’m happy to have you along. Anyone else?”

“I’ll go,” Silas said.

“Me,” Nathan said at the same time.

Victor looked like he wanted to say something similar, but someone had to drive Mr. Blackbourne’s car.

When it was clear one of them would go with us, I relaxed. I was happy not to go alone with Mr. Buble. He seemed nice, but I didn’t know him, and the others, their expressions, were making me nervous that he was around.

Were we supposed to trust him or not?

Mr. Buble started walking toward his car. “Then if you’ll join us, come along. Someone will have to let me know where we’re going.”

It was eventually decided to leave the car Nathan and Silas and I had arrived in. Silas joined Victor this time. Nathan came with me to talk to Mr. Buble.

Mr. Buble reached his car first, and politely opened the front passenger door and looked to me. As soon as it was fully opened, he reached for the rear passenger door, and at this, looked at Nathan.

It surprised me. The guys often opened doors for me. It struck me funny, for some reason, he’d open the door for Nathan.

Nathan appeared intrigued by this as well. He got into the back seat. I sat down in front. The inside of his town car was spotless. I was self-conscious of just the dirt on the bottom of my shoes, or if a hair should happen to fall out of my head and leave itself on the seat.

It took some finagling for Mr. Buble to get his vehicle out from amid the collection of other cars. 

Once he got us out of the gate and onto the road, he used the rearview mirror and adjusted it slightly. “Mr. Griffin...”

“You can call me Nathan,” he said.

Mr. Buble’s face seemed to always hold absolutely no feeling at all. Just calm and aware. It was so hard to read him. “Pardon me. Mr. Nathan... Where exactly are we going?”

“To...” He hesitated. “Sorry. With you showing up, I forgot what we were doing.”

“Going to North’s, where the other car is,” I said.

Nathan blinked. “Right.”

I wondered if he’d not wanted me to admit that. Maybe he was considering telling him we were going elsewhere.

“The Taylor household?” Mr. Buble asked. When Nathan nodded to this, he seemed satisfied. “Then I don’t need the coordinates. I know where it is.”

It surprised me he did. I’d been there a couple times, and I was still unsure exactly where it was located. But then, I was still unfamiliar with the area. Had he been there before?

Nathan touched my shoulder. “Maybe you should warn North we’re on the way. Just in case...”

It was a good idea. I wasn’t sure why Nathan wasn’t doing so.

But he did pull out his own phone and start texting to someone. If it wasn’t to North, maybe it was to Victor... or to Mr. Blackbourne, perhaps?

Why didn’t Mr. Blackbourne warn us Mr. Buble was coming?

Couldn’t he have told him it wasn’t a good time? Or prepared us somehow?

I took out my phone when Mr. Buble appeared to be looking at traffic. I didn’t want him noticing I took it out of my bra.

Sang: North, are you at your house?

North: Nope. Why?

There was a lot to explain.

Sang: On the way there. Victor’s parents are asking for his car. They’re going to give him a new one for his birthday.

North: Shit.

I agreed with him.

Sang: Also, Mr. Buble, do you remember him?

North: Sort of?

Sang: He’s my new manager. He’s with me now. We’re on the way to your house.

North: Shit.

Again, I agreed. It wasn’t that he was here, it was that... I didn’t know what to think. But the guys seemed unhappy with the idea, so I felt I should be wary.

Sang: Should we come later?

North: No, come over. I’m on my way.

North: Don’t worry.

Yes, no problem.

Why should I be worried?

Once I’d finished, I felt like I was being rude to continue on the phone and not talk to Mr. Buble. “Sorry,” I said to him. I put the phone in my lap. I didn’t want to put it back into my bra like I normally did.

“No need to apologize,” he said. “Unlike other people, among our own, sometimes getting word out of an arrival can be critical. It can be... dangerous otherwise.”

I understood that’s what he meant. In some situations, it could be a problem when in the middle of some project or rescue.

“It’s just a weird time for us right now,” Nathan said. “I mean, no one let us know a manager was going to come for her.”

“I’d meant to introduce myself and invite Miss Sorenson to lunch perhaps to get to know one another.” He looked up sharply once to the rearview mirror to meet eyes with Nathan. “But I’m happy to help if there’s some crisis. I can explain on the way, of course, what I’m here for otherwise.”

Nathan nodded at this. “I guess I’m not aware of how managers work, either. We never had one.”

“You’ve had Mr. Blackbourne and Mr. Green. I’m sorry... Doctor... I’m used to calling him Mr. for some time.” He glanced once at me, but he mostly focused on the road, kept his hands exactly at ten and two, drove the speed limit... All while sitting up with shoulders back and head high.

It reminded me of when I’d first met Mr. Blackbourne. When he was around, I stood straighter. Mr. Buble had the same effect on me, only the severity was clear. He was as much type A to Mr. Blackbourne as Mr. Blackbourne might be compared to... Luke perhaps.

“Then why send someone for Sang?” Nathan asked. “We already have team leads established, and adults on our team to make it work for us. I guess I’m not clear on why it was decided.”

“We understood that your adult leads are actually highly preoccupied. Mr. Blackbourne is now acting principal for the school, and Dr. Green has extended hours at the hospital to complete his residency—and even after completion, there would still be long hours for him in the future as a doctor. The rest of your group hasn’t graduated yet and a new recruit, recently removed from a home, requires at least one adult who is available at all times for the position of ‘adult representative’ as per social conditions might dictate. In such context, I’m here to answer any questions she might have about us and what we do in full, assure she’s given proper care and as an acting aide where needed.”

I supposed it made sense. I was on my own now, away from my parents, but what more did I need?

Mr. Buble continued, “As of now, I’m just here to observe and provide any assistance I can in the meantime. There are no specific instructions for something like this. It depends entirely on the circumstances. If you didn’t have a place to stay, I’d make sure you had one. If you have questions about what we do, I’m here to answer.”

“We could do all that,” Nathan said.

“Indeed,” he said. “Although in regards to minors, sometimes you need an adult. I’m not here to be a parent. However, in some instances, someone older can get things for you that you couldn’t for yourself.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. What was there to observe? Was this part of the Academy recruitment process that I wasn’t aware of? I was to be given trials or something to get to be a member, like Nathan was. Maybe Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green had to do similar, so was it any different than a stand-in for one of them?

There were so many questions to ask him. I simply didn’t know what to say.

Would this change everything?

♥♥♥
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It wasn’t long before most of suburbia disappeared and we headed down a rural, single lane between rows of trees. The Taylor compound, as others liked to call it, sat away from any main road. I wasn’t sure who had originally built the house and why they’d put it so far out away from everything else.

Soon the trees ahead of us cleared. The Taylor house seemed in the same state of disrepair as when I last visited. It was old, Victorian, with what Luke called a tower in the corner. At night, it could give off a haunted house on Halloween night vibe. There was also a trailer home nearby, where North lived as construction continued. Luke and Uncle had already moved into the main house.

Nathan instructed Mr. Buble to circle around to the rear of the property, where there was a huge garage with several bay doors, along with a new two-door shed with smaller garage doors.

“He keeps adding buildings,” Nathan said, leaning forward to check out the new shed addition.

“Is that bad?” I asked.

“I’m starting to doubt Uncle wants to move out,” Nathan said.

“His team has been talking about getting together to live in the same location,” Mr. Buble said, parking the car close to the edge of the gravel lot where Mr. Blackbourne’s BMW was already parked. Victor had beat us here. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he picked this place.”

Nathan made a face. “Four old guys want to live here? It’s miles from anywhere.”

“Three guys already live here,” I said with a small smile.

“North doesn’t like it,” Nathan said. “Which is why he doesn’t really want to move in.”

We got out of the car. Two of the garage doors to the large building were open. Silas stood in the back inside, where there were shelves positioned against the far wall. He sifted through a large box on the shelf.

Nearby was Victor’s BMW. All the doors were open, the interior pulled apart completely. The leather seats were wrinkled and faded in color. The flooring was in strips, lain out on the concrete.

Silas turned when he heard us coming closer. He eyeballed Mr. Buble with mild interest and then slid a glance at me, as if asking silently what happened on our way over. When I didn’t really answer, he said, “Victor’s inside looking for North.”

Nathan bent over to look into the BMW closer. He put his hands on his hips and whistled, deep and slow, in one note. “I think it’s dead. This is a corpse we’re looking at.”

Silas nodded. He fished out a scrub brush from the boxes he was looking through. “North wants to clean it up, but we’d still have to replace all of the interior.”

“Not exactly the sort of job that can be done in an hour,” I said. I couldn’t help my disheartened tone. Poor Victor was going to have to explain why his car was destroyed.

“Maybe we can set it on fire,” Nathan said. “Claim it was an accident?”

“I believe the police would get involved,” Mr. Buble said. He stood by the open driver’s side door of Victor’s car, checking out the steering wheel. He touched the surface lightly, removed his hand quickly, rubbing his fingertips together like he’d touched something slimy and dirty. “While an option, that’s probably many steps to take to get to a solution with an indeterminate number of things that could go wrong.”

Nathan tilted his head, his blue eyes unfocusing. “I suppose putting it back in the water and claiming it was stolen would be okay, considering it was stolen... They don’t have to know I was driving it, right?”

Mr. Buble nodded. “Again, the police would get involved, and I fear that’s why it wasn’t reported then, correct?”

Nathan brushed his palm against the side of his scalp, his rusty hair recently cut short except for at the top. Gabriel had left it longer there, and it almost had a curl to it. He was quiet for a moment and then looked to Silas.

Silas shrugged. “We talked it over in the car on the way here. Cleaning it up seems to be the only option.”

Mr. Buble looked at the two of them and then to me. “Are you sure?”

He kept his focus on me, like he expected me to answer. I hesitated and tried looking at the other two for help.

They seemed confused but waited.

Mr. Buble swung his eyes from me to the BMW parked outside and back to me. He waited, allowing me to make my own conclusion.

The car in the garage was ruined, but... the car Victor drove here wasn’t. “Why are we trying to do this?” I asked. “They just asked for the car. He’s been driving Mr. Blackbourne’s. They look exactly the same... unless you notice the slight color difference. They don’t seem to be able to tell. Does it matter if he has his exactly?”

“Because it’s likely they plan to sell it off,” Nathan said.

“But we don’t know that,” I said. “And how would they tell the difference anyway?” If they hadn’t noticed him driving another person’s car by now, I wasn’t sure if anyone would.

Silas smirked a little. “They’ll be confused as to why the VIN is different when doing the paperwork.”

Mr. Buble coughed shortly but kept his focus on me. We were on the right track.

“So,” I said carefully, “if it’s just the... VIN, can we... switch them?” I wasn’t sure where a VIN was or what it was, actually. I didn’t know much about cars. “Is it difficult?”

Silas blinked for a moment, his dark eyes considering the notion. “I suppose...”

Nathan shrugged. “North would know better than me.”

Mr. Buble gave an amply satisfied nod. He spoke to me in a professor-lecture-like voice. “VIN, standing for vehicle identification number, is located in a couple of places. Usually an interior sticker,” he came forward, motioning to a sticker attached to the inside of the frame of the door of Victor’s BMW. “And usually engraved on a singular bit of metal...” he trailed off as he moved, leaning over the windshield. He pointed to a spot, near the dash on the interior.

I came over to look at where he was pointing. There was a small bit of metal protruding out just enough where one could see a number.

“A sticker should be easily swapped with a bit of chemistry knowledge,” he said. “What’s not usually easy is the metal. However, with a bit of welding, one could potentially remove each and swap, or likely rework the metal and stamp the alternative number in. An overworked Department of Motor Vehicles clerk probably won’t notice any flaws.”

“We could go an extra step,” Silas said. “If we can be the ones to buy it, we’d get Mr. Blackbourne’s car back to him.”

“Nothing like double paying for a car to get out of a mess,” Nathan said. He blew out a breath of air. “Okay, sounds like a plan to me. Good job, Sang.”

I wasn’t sure I had anything to do with it. Mr. Buble seemed to have the idea right, he just wanted me to say it.

“Someone call North and see where they are,” Silas said. “They’ve been gone long enough. He won’t need to bring out the cleaning stuff.”

I had my phone in my hand, so I went ahead and called North.

What was taking them so long?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Conjunct

[image: ]




(An adjective applied to a melodic line that moves by step.)

Victor

On their way in, Victor took a moment outside of the Taylor compound to finally answer the text he’d gotten. With everything expected of him today, there was no way he’d escape to the office, to the dragon desk, and be able to join in.

DEPTHAFFECTION: I’m offline today. Trace?

DEPTHCRAWLER: Tagged. Don’t know how long it’ll last.

Victor gritted his teeth. It was important, although they’d found dozens of them before.

Volto wasn’t dumb enough to utilize normal means of purchase for the supplies he used. How he managed to invade their phone lines, trace where they were, that took some special purchases. And it was more likely Volto took the time to source and order via virtual currency... on the dark web.

And Victor had to enlist a little help in navigating to figure out the likely locations he might be purchasing, figure out a way to negotiate a trade for information. The trick with the dark web was it was designed to be untraceable. So they had to list likely items Volto used... but without an exact item to know what he purchased, they were shooting blanks and taking the long road. So every source that provided items Volto likely used, they had to follow up.

And not every source was willing to talk to them.

He dropped his phone back into his pocket, going inside the dilapidated Victorian house. He didn’t want to inform the others. It was one of those instances where if he was ever caught, he was the only one associated.

Inside the old house, the lower level held a collection of ladders, wood, hammers, and who knew what else, whatever they used to update. It was one of those areas Victor sometimes wished he’d spent more time in, but the group didn’t need another carpenter or plumber.

On the second level, he’d found the others. Victor stopped just outside an upstairs bathroom, looking in.

At the sink, standing with his arms crossed over his chest, was North. Black T-shirt, black jeans, hands and arms were dirty. He’d not shaved in a couple of days, the hair making shadows across his cheeks as if he’d a full beard already.

Something Victor had tried to do once and failed at. He was a tad jealous over the beards the others could grow.

North glared down at his brother, who was leaning over the toilet bowl after having heaved... again.

“Serves you right,” North said.

“Got it the first time you said it,” Luke’s voice echoed into the bowl. He spit and picked his head up. “Good while it lasted.” His longer blond hair was pulled back haphazardly into a hairclip. No shirt. No shoes. Just a pair of boxer shorts, and when Victor had come in, he hadn’t had anything on. It was only at North’s insistence he’d put them on.

“I can’t believe you’d eat all that candy,” Victor said. Victor’s stomach rumbled uncomfortably after witnessing Luke’s body heaving. He swallowed thickly. “You don’t normally get this sick after a binge.”

“I hadn’t eaten anything,” Luke said. “I always forget.”

“Every season,” North said in a grumblier-than-usual tone. “Every fucking candy season. Halloween. Christmas. Now Valentine’s Day is coming...”

“I can’t help it,” Luke whined. “They put the new candy out. I didn’t know what kind Sang would like, and I didn’t want to give her stuff that wasn’t good.”

“So you had to eat it all?” North asked.

Luke coughed and convulsed as if he’d retch again but didn’t. “At first, no. I was just really hungry, but once I started...”

Victor shook his head, crossing his arms like North. “You have a couple weeks to go. Even if you wanted to taste them all... it’s not like they run out.”

Luke made a sobbing noise. “I was hungry...”

At that point, North jolted a bit, reached into his back pocket, answered his phone. “Yeah, baby?”

“Don’t tell her!” Luke hoarsely whispered from the toilet. “Just say I’m sick. Say it’s that thing going around.”

North grunted. “Luke is a little sick. I was just making sure—” Pause. “Nope, it absolutely isn’t that he ate himself sick from buying and eating twelve pounds of Valentine’s Day candy and now can’t move away from the toilet bowl.” He breathed in, held it, and then blew out a breath while saying the next part. “It’s the... flu. Of some sort.”

Luke lifted a hand in a thumbs up toward North. “You’re a good brother, North. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

Victor shook his head, muttering loud enough for them to hear but hoping Sang couldn’t. “You know, if she thinks you have the flu, she’s not going to come around for a good long while.”

Luke’s already paled face seemed to turn sheet white. “North! Fix it! Tell her it was the candy!”

“It’s the pandemic going around,” North said. “Yeah, really contagious. Can’t see him for a month...”

“Noooooo!” Luke whined and coughed, aiming his mouth toward the bowl, waiting for a heaving that didn’t seem to come.

“Later, baby,” North hung up.

“I hate everyone,” Luke mumbled. “Especially brothers. Brothers are stupid.”

“Next time, don’t eat twelve pounds of candy,” North said.

“But the chocolate...” Luke said. He hiccupped and swallowed. “Don’t say that. The C-word. It’s a bad word.”

Victor pressed a palm against his own forehead. “I suppose we’ll have to leave him here for the day?”

“Probably for the best,” North said. “Luckily, Sang says they’ve got a solution to the car problem. Luke will have to stay behind.”

“I’ll come for your birthday,” Luke said, pointing a wavering finger in Victor’s vicinity without actually looking up. “Just give me a few hours.”

“Drink some water,” North said. “And for God’s sakes, don’t eat any more sugar. There’s celery and carrots in the fridge.”

“Ugh,” Luke said. “I hate carrots.”

“If you eat any more sugar, I’ll know. And I’ll feed you nothing but carrots for a week.” North urged Victor out and shut the bathroom door on Luke.

The hallway in the upstairs of the house was dim along the corridor. The electrical work was sticking out of the light fixtures above, unusable at the moment. “One disaster after another today,” Victor said. “Good birthday to me.”

“It’s not that bad,” North said. “Remember my last birthday?”

Victor grimaced. “Yeah... that wasn’t good. It’s still not great today either. Everything’s going absolutely wrong.” He turned away, intending to find his way to some stairs.

North dropped an arm, blocking him. Surprisingly, North leaned in, a little too close, looking Victor dead in the eye. “What are you saying?”

Victor rolled his eyes, lips twitching. “My parents throwing this stupid birthday bash for not me, trying to gift me a new car that I’ll never be able to drive in this town, Sang’s new manager... I don’t know how much more I can take today.” He grumbled. “Plus the more I complain, the more I sound like the royal brat that everyone expects me to be.”

North stilled, those eyes focused so hard on Victor that he could almost feel the weight of them.

Slowly, North lifted his hand, and in the same way he did to Sang every once in a while, caught Victor’s chin and held it to make him focus. The only difference being he didn’t lean in nearly as far as he did with Sang.

“A brat complains and does nothing to help himself,” he said. “So if you don’t want to feel like a brat, do something useful.”

Victor wasn’t sure if it was the way North had held his face still or his words, but every bone in his body felt tense in that moment. Absolutely right. Maybe he was being a brat to just spit out complaints. “I don’t know what to do.”

“You’re not going to figure it out if you’re too focused on blaming other people or finding things wrong.” North let his chin go. “Let’s go figure out your damn car. We’ll deal with the rest later.”

North went to the top of the stairs. Victor followed, holding his chin and rubbing the skin where North had touched him.

He was right. It was time to stop standing by, watching everything happening.

He wanted to do something today. Today. Of all days. Something.

But what?
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(A return to normal tempo after a deviation)

Sang

When North and Victor finally appeared, Victor stood back while Nathan explained the plan to North.

North waited, listening. The unshaven hair on his face was a little longer, and combined with the shadows under his eyes, he was looking worn. He’d been not sleeping again.

“Then we need a welder,” North said. “I’m not trained... not that well.”

“If you need a contact,” Mr. Buble said, “I know just about everyone.”

Did he mean by heart? Even if we went to Academy camp a month or so ago, I couldn’t imagine learning everyone’s names and knowing things about them like if they could weld. We weren’t allowed to write down many Academy names in the same spot, from what I’d been told. So he had to have memorized... a lot of people.

Was there someone who knew everyone within the Academy? It made me wonder. Some individual had to know how many there were, right? Names and information?

North frowned. “Besides that, I’m not sure we’ve the favors to spare right now. Most of us are out.”

Mr. Buble said nothing. He stood straight, hands at his sides, almost a mannequin. He simply waited.

He wanted us to figure it out. Probably especially if North was going to throw roadblocks at him. Maybe North wasn’t sure about Mr. Buble.

“Does anyone have them?” I asked quietly.

It seemed to shake North up a bit when I asked. He looked to Nathan, Silas and Victor.

Nathan paled and shook his head. “I’m out.”

“Me, too,” Silas said.

Victor didn’t say anything, his lips pressed tight. I wasn’t sure if he heard and was super focused on his own thoughts or didn’t want to admit he didn’t have one either.

“Do... I have any?” I asked. “I didn’t earn any yet, but...”

“Technically, no,” Mr. Buble said. “Not officially yet. You have to pass trials to get to your starting point. But if you’d like to earn one for this, we could make a trade. It’d be an excellent lesson to share with you on how the system works.”

Nathan lifted a brow. “What, you’d give her one?”

“Generally, I can allot her favors as needed, although she has to earn it back to return it to me quickly. At least at this stage.” He focused on me. “We still have a lot to get through, but I see the necessity here to avoid further investigation, especially as you were highly involved.” He directed his last point to me.

It was weird, the way he put it, as if it wasn’t for me, he couldn’t grant the favor. Academy rules regarding favors might be more strict than I thought. I felt he was more trying to work the system to help us out.

“I’ll do what I can,” I said.

Victor snorted. “No, that doesn’t have to happen. Whatever it is, I’ll do it. It’s my car. I’m already asking a lot of Mr. Blackbourne to sacrifice his for a while. I’m not even sure we’ll get it back.”

“I’d agree,” Mr. Buble said. “Only, I don’t have a job for you right now. I happen to have one coming up soon that would require only one person. You don’t have the time to spare. Plus, applicants can be granted favors to exchange ahead of time, due to their newness and usually a need for such favors given familial circumstances. If I took a favor for you at a time when you have none, there would have to be an inquiry about the handling of favors among your team. We want you going forward, not backward.”

Silence fell among the guys. I didn’t know what to say either. Apparently at this point, it was better if I did the task than anyone else, because the favor could be granted now before I actually did any job.

“I’ll do it,” I said.

Mr. Buble raised a brow. “I just want to be clear. I haven’t told you the job yet.”

“If you believe I can do it, I believe you,” I said. I didn’t want to waste any more time. Victor’s mother would be looking for him, and we needed a welder, someone who would know how to help with this VIN issue. I wasn’t sure the wordage, but I went with what sounded right. “I agree to do a job in exchange for immediately allowing a favor that I can grant to Victor for changing the VIN on his car.”

Mr. Buble nodded his head and held out a hand. “Agreed.”

I shook it. His hand was coarser than I’d imagined. He held firm for a full second before letting go.

The instant he did, he took his phone out of his pocket and walked away. He dialed quickly, and while we couldn’t really overhear everything, it was clear he was calling a welder.

Meanwhile, North curled his fingers at us and when we got close, he pointed a broad finger at me. “I don’t like this,” he said. “No more accepting favors without asking the job.”

“We don’t have time right now,” I said. “Besides, I can figure out the job later—”

“You never know what will happen,” he hissed at me.

“You’d do it,” I said, giving him a long, hard stare to let him know I knew he’d do the exact same thing if he could.

He twisted his lips, an argument on the edge of being spoken, but he instead grumbled. I took it to mean I won this one.

“Miss Sang,” Mr. Buble called to me as he hung up the phone. “We’ll have to leave the others to it, I’m afraid.”

The guys straightened up from the huddle. “What?” Nathan asked. “You mean it? She’s leaving for the job now?”

“It’s circumstances,” Mr. Buble said. He turned to Victor. “It’s actually progressed more quickly than I realized. But I promise to have her back tonight for your event.” He motioned to the others at the BMWs. “You’ll have to take the stickers off to exchange and the engraved VIN, you’ll have to cut a wide circle around it and take it with the undamaged car to the right place. You don’t have time to wait for them to pack up the welding kit and bring it over.”

“One of us can go with her,” Silas said. It’s the first he’d spoken in a while. He normally got quiet in the group, and even more so if someone else was around. If he felt strong enough about something, then he’d talk.

“Yeah,” Nathan said. “Silas and I...”

“I can go,” Victor said.

“You’ll need to drive Mr. Blackbourne’s car and be back for your party before you’re missed,” Mr. Buble said to Victor directly and then addressed the others. “She won’t be able to earn a full favor if it’s split between two people. And the rest of you should stay together at all times. Don’t worry. I’ll bring her back safely.” It wasn’t that he was rude, but there was a definitive tone to the way he spoke. There was no more negotiating.

He motioned to me to head back toward his black town car.

I followed. There were no more excuses now. Victor had his head down, glaring at the ground.

It couldn’t be helped. He needed the favor. Mr. Buble was saving us a lot of time. We just had to trust him.

He was Academy. He was to be trusted, right?
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(Ger. A theme that is repeated, built upon by other instruments with a time delay.)

Victor

Mr. Buble drove away with Sang beyond the tree line. They watched silently together until the vehicle made a slight turn and disappeared from view.

A two-note ringing sound echoed in the garage shortly after. A sound system hidden in the eaves, set up with a sensor alert system for any car coming onto the property. Coming or going, someone in the house heard it.

“That’s it,” Nathan said. “I know we trust our own people, but this isn’t going to work.”

North pursed his lips, focusing on the deconstructed pieces of the BMW. Expression dark. Arms crossed. “He saved us from doing this the hard way.”

“Yeah, but he’s taking Sang off to God knows where,” Nathan said, waving his arms around. “It’s crazy. We’re a team. We should go.”

“It’s for a few hours at most,” North said. “She did it for us. It was fair and she wanted to and we’ve got a lot to do while she’s gone. So stop bitching and help me get all this shit out of the way so we can get to the VINs and remove them.”

“So Sang tells you it’s okay, and you just believe her and let her go off on her own?”

North’s eyes widened and the glare he sent down on Nathan could have been firing bullets. “I believe her, and you’re going to believe her, and you’re going to believe Mr. Buble isn’t going to put her into any harm’s way, or what the hell are we in this Academy for?”

Victor didn’t want to say it out loud, but he didn’t like that Mr. Buble took her without telling them where, either. It was hard enough she was leaving without one of them with her.

But that was the Academy. That was what happened, and what would continue to happen if she joined. Sometimes you didn’t work with your team. You worked with who needed you at the time.

And didn’t they do that a lot to her? Was it just that he wanted her nearby and it was hard sending her off? Trust the Academy, sure. There was no way Mr. Buble would allow her to do anything that would bring her to any harm, but stuff got dangerous often.

Maybe her joining the Academy was a bit harder on all of them than they’d thought.

♥♥♥
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It was decided that while North and Nathan worked on the car, Victor and Silas would return to the party, claiming Sang’s hair was taking longer and he didn’t want to be late. They had already taken much too long trying to decide what they wanted to do, and driving all the way out to the Taylor compound and back took ages.

He hoped to pass his mother the keys without the car actually being there... for a while. The others would sneak the car over during the party after it was finished when she’d be too busy to notice.

With Sang off on her own, he checked his phone every five minutes, just in case he didn’t feel the vibration of her sending a text or calling for whatever reasons. He was tempted to text, even though he was driving, and also worried that it’d look bad for her if she was checking text messages on her very first solo job in front of Mr. Buble. She was supposed to be doing things like this as she was going through tryouts. Why was he so apprehensive now that it was actually happening?

Silas sat quietly in the passenger seat of a black SUV borrowed from North. North and Nathan would bring Luke later if he was feeling better.

Just a block away from Victor’s house, cars along the road in front of them slowed to a crawl.

Silas angled his head around to try to see past the line of cars, pressing his head against the window. “People are heading into your house earlier than I thought. And they are redirecting traffic early.”

Victor breathed in through his nose and held it. The Morgan estate wasn’t really a great location to hold a party for so many people because of the narrow lane roads, but to his mother, it made more of a statement to back up traffic a bit for the sake of a party. Never mind people probably wanted to get home or downtown to do other things. “This is really too early to start, but she might have some early guests.”

Silas sat back, closing his eyes. “For some reason, I thought it was just dinner with you playing the piano. Which actually doesn’t sound like a birthday.”

“Yeah,” Victor said in a huff, letting the held breath out quickly. “Performing for other people... Not really a birthday thing.”

“There’s no cake,” Silas said.

“Nope. Well, there might be cake. It’s probably something fancy and small.”

Silas thumped his fingers on the dash in front of him. “You all should do name days. I like those better.”

Silas hadn’t really celebrated birthdays until he got to America. Instead, in Greece, he had what was called name day. “Isn’t that where you buy dinner or something for your friends? Instead of us getting you cake and gifts?”

Silas nodded, and his broad lips lifted into a smile. “Some of us would have the same day, like me, since I don’t have a saint name.”

“Like Sang?” Victor asked.

“Yeah. We’d get All Saints Day. At the same time.”

“Doesn’t Gabriel have a saint name?”

Silas nodded. “I don’t remember which day, but yes. And you have one. It’s in July, I think. But we don’t have to add in extra days. We can do it once a year to represent everyone. Same All Saints Day for everyone.”

A hard chuckle burst out from Victor’s mouth. “So you’d want basically everyone to go out and buy each other food once a year on the same day? All nine—ten—of us?”

He nodded again, this time way more enthusiastically. “All that good food. And fireworks. We could do fireworks.” He paused. “Also, cake.”

Victor bowed his head, smiling. “I guess it would make it simpler than trying to remember nine other birthdays. Or extra name days.”

Cars started to move. Attendants wearing white collared shirts and dark pants held red batons and directed cars with a flourish. Occasionally, people stopped to ask them something. Victor was the only one allowed to make a left. The gate to the Morgan estate opened for him.

Beyond the wall, there were cars parked expertly in a line, alongside and in front of the three annex buildings. The tent on the lawn could be seen over the top of all the cars.

The tent was finally complete, with all sides rolled down to block the chill except in one area where attendants streamed in and out. Flowers were coming in, and table scape arrangements were placed with final touches being added.

Victor parked the SUV just to the left of the garage, away from other vehicles parked in line.

Silas stared out his passenger side window, frowning. “I feel bad the car is probably going to get sold to someone else. We didn’t even get to ride in it one last time.”

“We might get it back,” Victor said. “I’m worried my mom will take the spare keys and try to find the car and... I don’t know what... like ask too many questions.” He reached over, opening the glove compartment.

Silas shifted his leg, knocking the door to the glove compartment while Victor’s hand was inside. Victor felt the pressure and jerked his arm back before Silas could accidentally smash his hand.

The spare keys to Mr. Blackbourne’s car had been placed inside and fell out onto Silas’s leg and then slid to the floor.

“Sorry,” Silas said, adjusting his leg to try to get out of the way and reach for the keys.

“No, I should have warned you,” Victor said.

“I know you’re worried, but it’s okay. We’ve got everything. She won’t come out here. It’s party day.”

Victor sighed. “Maybe I just don’t want to go inside.”

Silas reached over and clapped a hand on Victor’s shoulder, giving a reassuring squeeze. “We’ve been through worse than a birthday party.”

Of course, he was right. Why did this one feel worse than other times when his mother held parties? Because the focus was supposed to be on him? One day. That’s all they had to get through. Next year, he’d tell his mom it’s done. He wouldn’t do any more parties and be gone.

Too bad that couldn’t be this year.

They got out of the car, and Victor did his best to get away from the SUV while scanning the vicinity. His mother wasn’t outside, which was a good thing. Otherwise, she might have noticed them approaching in a car that wasn’t the BMW.

Mr. Blackbourne’s... because his was destroyed.

A sad, nagging feeling settled into his chest. Goodbye, Mr. Blackbourne’s car. As much as he hoped they could buy it back, it was sad to think maybe this might be the last time he saw it at all.

But he’d never see his own again, either. Maybe this was what made him more frustrated today, realizing his first car, the car he’d had loads of great times with his friends, the one he’d had when he’d met Sang for the first time... It was just now settling in that it was probably a lost cause. The dismantled car, seeing it in pieces... and now they were pulling it apart more just to take out the VIN. He’d probably never drive it again.

At the porch, Silas stood aside as Victor opened the rear door. Many footsteps and voices came from inside the house. Maids were putting final touches on everything to ensure the stage was set for house tours.

“Maybe you should wait out here for a second?” Victor said. “I’ll just go give the keys to my mom. She’ll probably have me get dressed in something else. But I’d rather come back out here after.” Silas often said he felt like a bull in a China shop in tight spaces and got uncomfortable with everyone inside downstairs trying to set up and sometimes walking by with breakable items. He could imagine Silas would be a bit unnerved on a day like today.

Silas seemed relieved at that. “Just text if you want me to come in. I’ll go hang out by the pool.”

The moment Victor stepped inside, he immediately pushed himself to the wall to avoid some people brushing past him out the door he’d come in from. Victor angled himself into the stairwell and stopped someone else rushing past with a hand wave.

“Sorry to stop you,” Victor said. “Have you seen... Mrs. Morgan?”

The young woman blinked at him as she considered what he was saying while juggling some fresh-cut flowers in her arms. “She’s in the kitchen.”

Really? She usually never stepped foot into it during party preparation. “Thank you.”

Victor turned around to head down the ground-floor hallway. The door to the kitchen was propped open completely, exposing the space filled with chilling racks with some of the prepped food for tonight.

Jasmine Morgan had changed her dress, black with a single large silver stripe that curved around from top left to bottom right. She was dressed for dinner this early? She stood at the counter with a death glare looking over an iPad screen.

“Something wrong?” Victor asked, tentative. Part of him suspected she’d somehow learned about the whole disaster with his car and was about to ask him far too many questions.

Instead, she picked her head up and did an exaggerated eye roll. “Just the newspapers already have photos and a guest list for tonight and the event hasn’t even started yet. Half of their list is incorrect. I absolutely hate this internet news. Before, they got it wrong because of incompetence. Now they get it wrong because they’re trying to be the first and then they’ll correct mistakes after... if they bother to fix it at all.”

She was web searching her own name again. Victor blinked at her, stunned. His birthday, and she was more worried about what people thought of her. “You really should stop Googling yourself.”

“I get alerts now when something new pops up,” she said. “The PR team gets all the news as well to give them a chance to dismantle anything problematic and promote our good name.”

Victor blew out a perplexed breath. “Have you ever considered how not normal it is to need a PR team?”

Jasmine didn’t bother to look up at him this time. “What are you talking about? Everyone has a PR team.”

She meant everyone she knew. No one else existed.

Victor didn’t want to take the time to explain any further and instead held out the keys to Mr. Blackbourne’s car. “I believe you wanted these.”

She peeled her gaze away from the iPad enough to register what he was holding. His mother’s lips pressed together as she clutched the keys to the BMW in her hand.

Unceremonious. No fanfare about the exchange. No considering his thoughts on the matter of letting go of his first car.

Sentimentality wasn’t important to her. Perhaps that was the most unnerving thing about it.

“Is your friend not joining us?” she asked.

She meant Sang. He was used to the way she called out any of his friends, but with Sang, she had a particular tone. Jasmine refused to acknowledge her as anything but ‘friend,’ not even using her name. Victor didn’t like it. His mother had every intention of keeping Sang just a friend. “Silas is here. Sang will be here in a little while. The others should show up at different times today.”

She shifted her hand back to put the keys next to the iPad on the counter. “It’s just as well. Your clothes are upstairs. I need you dressed.”

Victor’s face flickered. “It doesn’t start until five, right? If you want to do house tours early, I should wait somewhere else...” He imagined she wanted him around early for house tours, where close friends and their families got a history of the house and hors d’oeuvres before the other guests arrived. But he was hoping to get out of it. “Silas is outside, after all, and...” He wasn’t sure what else to say.

Was it his birthday or not? Though he knew the answer to that one.

She turned from him, picking up a clipboard on the counter to check over a list. From over her shoulder, he could see well-defined boxes, the first quarter checked off. “We’ve some early guests who are already here. I need you to go now.”

No one showed up this early. She wanted to show him off for some reason, it was the only time she had him change and be presented so early. He should have known. Victor sucked in a few words he wanted to say. Like how he’d rather hang out with his real friends, not her friends. How he didn’t want to meet anyone right now...

How he didn’t want to be here anymore. Not where he was a showpiece, something they dressed up for friends at parties and otherwise ignored.

Was today the day? Pressing his luck didn’t seem like something he was ready for. Not with so many people around.

One day later. Not today. Get through today.

“Okay,” he said.

She gave a stiff nod and waited. She meant right now, and she never repeated herself.

He left her, heading upstairs, blind to anyone else in the house for the moment. Somehow, talking to his mother left his mood even darker than before.

His bedroom had changed from this morning. He’d slept in the bed, had left clothes on the floor, but now the bed was made, the garments gone. A movable steel clothing rack on wheels had been placed just outside of his closet. He checked the bathroom and the closet, just in case someone remained, and then locked his bedroom door.

There were three suits hanging up on the movable rack, obviously meant for him to pick from. However, one was positioned in front of the others, a gray Tom Ford suit, with a vest, white shirt, and gray tie.

Instead, he went for the Armani, the last option. Black suit, white shirt, jacket, no tie.

Until the second option—the Zenga, a gray suit with a black, form-fitting shirt replacing the typical white shirt—caught his eye. Something new.

He pulled his phone out, dialing Gabriel quickly.

“Tell me I’m not late,” Gabriel said instead of a greeting. “These motherfuckers on I-26 don’t know the speed limit’s ten over what they’re going.” Someone mumbled next to him. “Also, Kota says the speed limit isn’t 75 but I disagree. They clearly meant for it to be 75.”

Good thing Gabriel wasn’t driving. “Tell me what you think of this.” He turned on the camera to Facetime with him and pointed it at the Zenga. “This shirt’s a bit different for me.”

“Not with that suit,” Gabriel said. “Move the camera over a bit. Show me the other ones.”

Victor backed up a bit until his butt was up against the piano to be able to show Gabriel the options.

“The Ford,” he said, “with the Zenga shirt.”

Victor turned the video around, frowning. “I was hoping you’d say the Armani.”

“You just like Armani because your dad won’t wear it,” Gabriel said. Gabriel was combing his fingers through his hair, using the phone image like a mirror for looking at himself. He’d the pink studs in his ears again today. He always wore the pink ones now. His hair was getting longer, too.

“It’s not that,” Victor said.

“Or your mom picked these out so you don’t want to wear what she wants, right?” Gabriel asked. “Why does her opinion matter anymore? You’re fucking seventeen now. Don’t dislike something just because your mother likes it. You’ve your own opinions. It’s not Tom Ford’s fault.”

A hot bit of air hit Victor’s lungs, and despite breathing calmly, it festered, threatening to stay. He wanted to say Gabriel was wrong. However, what he said was always the case. If his mother really wanted him to do something, he hated to do it. Agreeing to things she wanted felt like he was giving in...

Becoming one of them... whatever it was they wanted him to be.

Gabriel wasn’t wrong. It was just hard hearing, again, that he needed to forget his mother and what she wanted.

Victor hung up after saying goodbye to Gabriel. He reached out to the Tom Ford, feeling the fibers between his fingers, something Gabriel would often do when picking out his clothes. Get a feel for it. Imagine how it would fit.

Still, he couldn’t seem to get that sensation of burning out of his lungs, heat radiating inside of him, how he felt when something bothered him terribly. It was always there, and he tried to keep it in check. But on days like this, the feeling was overwhelming.

Very few things helped. Like having his friends around.

And Sang.

Thinking of her, he sent her a quick text, despite knowing she was probably still on her Academy job with Mr. Buble.

Victor: You doing okay?

Minutes passed. No answer. Of course. He chewed at his lower lip, a bit concerned. It’d be simple to track her phone, but it meant opening up opportunities for others to do so, after he’d put in a lot of effort to make their lines untraceable lately. Especially after Volto started getting more dangerous...

Should he check on DepthCrawler? Check on his progress?

He debated doing so. DepthCrawler would let him know if there was any new information to share.

Victor left his phone on his bed before heading into his bathroom. He needed to freshen up and head downstairs before his mother sent people to fetch him. He told himself Sang would be there tonight. They all would be. Silas was waiting for him, and that was at least one of them here, enough to give him some breathing room from his mother so he could stop feeling like a puppet.

Tonight, he’d do what they’d like. Tomorrow, and for days after, they allowed him to do as he wished.

And maybe one day he’d have the guts to tell his mother to back off.
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(In an undertone)

Sang

Outside of leaving the Taylor compound, I had no idea where we were going when we left. I wasn’t sure I should ask. I thought I’d check my phone if it took much longer and have the map show me where I was.

The neighborhood we arrived in was a single cul-de-sac off a road with an empty field on either side before there were more single homes on larger lots of land. The cul-de-sac had small homes sitting close to each other. Single-story modest homes. Some had chain-link fences. Some of the lawns had bicycles and toys. Few cars were in the drives. Some homes had a single-car garage in the back or a carport alongside the house.

It wasn’t until Mr. Buble parked in front of a particularly small house at the end of the lane that he spoke. “This is it.”

I swallowed, nervous. It was the middle of the day, and there was a car parked in the drive, a small, blue four-door Accord. While there was a carport, it had collections of bins, a lawn mower, and a few toys underneath which blocked access to parking inside. The thin porch at the front of the house had just enough room for the baby stroller to sit next to the front door. The lawn had a short white picket fence, easy enough to walk over if one wanted.

Mr. Buble turned off the car engine, examining the front of the house. “Mrs. Ruiz will give you more instructions.”

“Who?” I asked.

“You don’t know her, but she’s one of us,” he said. He took on a lecturing tone as he continued. “Mrs. Ruiz is what’s known as ‘on leave’ for the sake of what we do. Generally, when you start a family, you take that status. However, she’s needed for a couple of hours.”

“You want me to... join her?” I asked, unsure.

He shook his head. “Actually, we need you to stay here. Her children are young. They need care and her husband is two states away. Their normal babysitter is at work himself right now. Conveniently this should only take a couple hours so you’ll have plenty of time to get back to your plans.”

Oh. I blinked up at the house, suddenly realizing this was a small task but also a complicated one. “I’ve never... done this before.”

“It won’t be difficult. The favor granted here will be quick. It’s a good way to learn the process in a short amount of time. I know the others wanted to join you, but it would have devalued the favor and would have been a waste of time when only one person is needed. This type of task isn’t always available.” He opened his door. “Won’t you join me? I’ll go in with you to make introductions.”

Was it lucky to get this job? It seemed an odd choice for my first Academy job on my own. I followed him away from the car and along a paved path to the front porch. The home was quaint, with flower boxes in the windows and a Welcome mat that had a pineapple in the background. There was a pineapple doorknocker as well.

Mr. Buble sent a text while we waited quietly on the porch instead of using the knocker.

As we waited, I tried not to think about what was happening. I’d never watched over kids, so I had no idea what to do. At Academy camp and prior to that at a football game at Thanksgiving were the few times I’d interacted with anyone younger than myself and there were always parents or other team members around. Could I handle this alone? I tried to summon up all the books or television shows that had scenes depicting people babysitting but in my current state, I was having trouble coming up with what to do.

The door opened slowly, and a woman’s head appeared, although angled away from the door. “Thanks for texting,” she said. “I just got him to sleep. Annie’s down for a nap, too.”

She scooted away, and it wasn’t until Mr. Buble and I got inside the door that I realized she had a baby in one arm, sleeping. I wasn’t aware how young the child was exactly, maybe a few months, not yet a year at least. Mrs. Johnson moved quietly, and as such, I tried to lighten my footsteps.
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