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Let your plans be dark and as impenetrable as night, 

and when you move, 

fall like a thunderbolt. 

- Sun Tzu
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My phone buzzed to life in my bra. 

My head shot up from the English textbook we were supposed to be reading. Kota was bent over his desk in front of me and didn’t appear to notice. I was afraid to glance at Gabriel in case I was going to distract him. I wasn’t sure what Luke was doing behind me, but since he wasn’t messing with my hair and he hadn’t nudged me in a while, he must actually have been reading, or maybe he was wrapped up in another daydream.

I didn’t like having my phone out in class, but the only people who had my number were Academy guys. They wouldn’t send a text during class unless it was an emergency.

I slipped the phone out of the cup of my bra and used Kota’s back as a shield just in case I drew attention from Ms. Johnson, the English teacher.

Victor: Isn’t your birthday this week? What do you want for your birthday?

My mouth popped open. Victor! That wasn’t an emergency. 

I was tempted not to answer him. I checked the date on the phone. He was right. My birthday was in a few days. I hadn’t noticed. It was also not important right now.

My fingers hovered over the illuminated keyboard. It was hard not to respond. Ignoring him felt rude. I simply didn’t know what to say.

Kota shifted in front of me, twisting in his chair. I jumped, startled that he’d noticed, and tried to tuck my phone in my lap. 

Kota snagged the phone from me before I could get it under the desk. 

I bit back a surprised noise. Kota didn’t approve of using a phone in class and was trying to prevent my getting into trouble. I couldn’t disagree with him. I got into enough trouble at school. How’d he know?

A motion in my peripheral vision caught my attention. I glanced over to find a smug Gabriel, half leaning over his desk. His eyes were intent on my phone tucked between Kota’s hands.

Nosy! He must have tattled. When it came to the boys, there was little I could get away with. They seemed to notice everything.

I slowly raised my eyes to check on the teacher. Ms. Johnson was sitting at her desk, hunched over a collection of paperwork, making notes. I crossed my fingers the boys wouldn’t get into trouble for fooling around.

Kota’s head bent down and, from the angle, I could tell he was checking my phone. It was Victor’s fault anyway for texting during class time about something so trivial. What choice did I have, but to check if one of them sent me a text? Maybe Kota would let Victor know he shouldn’t do that during school unless it was an emergency.

Kota twisted in his chair again, facing me for longer this time. His eyebrows drew together behind his black-rimmed glasses in a puzzled expression. 

I raised an eyebrow at him, confused.

A thunderous siren erupted from the overhead speakers. My palms instinctively covered my ears and I ducked slightly. 

“Fire alarm,” Ms. Johnson called. “Let’s go. Leave your things.”

This command was ignored as the entire classroom slapped their books shut, grabbed book bags and made a beeline for the exit. Maybe it would have been safer to simply run if there was a fire, but no one wanted to leave their book bags unattended. Not in this school.

Kota was still twisted in his chair, looking back at me with my phone in his hands. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he shouted over the siren and the chatter of other students as they filed out of the classroom.

“Tell you what?” I asked, though probably not loud enough for him to hear.

“What’s going on?” Gabriel asked.

I was picking up my book bag when Luke’s hand shot out. He collected my bag, slipping it over his shoulder with his own. “This isn’t another one of those Friday Fall things, right? It isn’t Friday, is it?”

Kota stuffed my phone into his pocket, pulling his things together. He talked to the others over the siren and the students shuffling out the door. “Sang’s birthday is this week.”

Gabriel’s eyes bounced open. “Holy shit. Are you fucking kidding me?”

Luke paused halfway to the door. He turned to me. “What day?”

A contorted sigh escaped my lips. “Guys! Fire alarm? We’re supposed to go outside.”

“North is going to flip out,” Luke said. “I don’t think he knows.” 

I groaned. 

“Why didn’t anyone say anything?” Gabriel asked. “How am I supposed to ... god damn shit.” He kicked the door open and stomped out of the classroom.

I followed the others, trailing behind them as they started talking amongst themselves. The morning air had a heady chill. A thick overcast sky hung overhead. October in the South might have been warmer than what I would have gotten back in Illinois, but South Carolina couldn't escape winter weather forever. I folded my arms over my stomach to reserve a little body heat in the cold shadows of the buildings.

Streams of other students were heading out toward the parking lot. I followed along with the guys toward a grass yard on the other side of the lot. It was strange to see the majority of the student population on this thin strip of land. Two thousand students huddled together, most relieved that class had been interrupted.

“Stay here,” Kota said, dropping his book bag on the ground. He nodded to Gabriel. “Keep an eye on her.”

A retort teased my lips. I knew he meant well, but the way he said it made me feel like I was a toddler needing a babysitter.

Gabriel hooked an arm around my neck. “What day is it?” he asked.

“Uh,” I said, looking out at the school. The alarm ceased but teachers marched along the gravel in the lot, directing students to stay on the grass. The students were eager to comply.

The school didn’t show signs of smoke. Maybe it was a drill.

Gabriel snapped his fingers near my face. “Trouble, I can’t get you anything for your birthday if you’re don’t tell me what day it is.”

“It’s on the sixth,” I said absently, still keeping an eye on the teachers, expecting them to release us back toward the school at any moment if it was a drill.

“The sixth? Holy fucking Christ.” He snapped his head around toward Luke. “Three days? Three fucking days?”

“Don’t worry. There’s time. We can do it,” Luke said.

Another siren started in the distance. The pitch was different, like a police car. 

A second siren joined it, but the screech was longer, deeper in tone. Fire trucks.

It didn’t make any sense. There wasn’t any smoke. Maybe one of the other students pulled the alarm. Did they need to come out to make sure? And to possibly reset it?

“I can’t do this in three days,” Gabriel was nearly shouting at Luke. “I should say two and a half days. And we’ve got school.”

“Sang Baby,” a shout from a few feet away drew my attention. North approached alone, his hands spread out, his palms up. Locks of his dark hair slipped down over his forehead, almost hovering in the way of his intense, dark eyes. “What’s this I’m hearing about your birthday?”

The fire trucks pulled into the school lot. A couple of cop cars joined them. They stopped short of the front doors. 

I pointed to the commotion going on at the front of the school. “Are you watching this?”

He waved his hand at the air toward the direction I pointed, dismissive. He closed the distance between us and looked at his brother and Gabriel. “When is it?”

“Three days.” Gabriel held up three fingers. “On the sixth.”

“Holy shit,” North said. He turned those intense eyes on me again. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“Will you guys stop talking about that? Who cares? Is the school on fire?”

North’s mouth dropped open. “What do you mean who cares? I told you to tell me important shit.”

“North,” I bellowed at him. I jabbed my finger in the air toward the squadron of firemen and policemen gathering toward the entryway. “The school ...”

“I’m not talking about the school right now.”

“You said tell you important things! The school’s burning down or something.”

“I meant telling me important things about you. Like when your birthday is.”

I rolled my eyes. “I can’t believe we’re talking about this right now.”

North grunted. “Where’s Kota? Does he know about this?”

Gabriel pointed. “He went that way looking for you guys. And yeah, he picked up her phone and found out.”

“Luke, stay here with her. Gabe, come with me. Text Silas. Did anyone tell him?”

My mouth hung open and my hands drifted up in disbelief as Gabriel and North stalked off after Kota, still talking.

Luke laughed. He dropped down to the grass, sitting cross-legged. He tugged at my hand. “Sit down with me.”

I lowered myself carefully so I could sit on the grass without flashing too much since I was in a skirt. I kept my eyes on the commotion going on toward the school. It felt awkward sitting as everyone around us was still standing. I felt closed in.

Luke continued to tug at my hand. “I meant in my lap,” he said. “I shouldn’t let you sit in the grass in those clothes.”

“I got in trouble last time I sat in Kota’s lap at school.”

“Oh yeah,” he said. He brushed a couple of blond locks away from his face, shoving them behind his ear. “It’s just a lot of other students do it. Okay, so what do you want for your birthday?”

A series of barks drew my attention. Policemen held onto a team of German Shepherds. My first thought was that they were drug dogs. It didn’t make sense, though. Did the police pull the fire alarm and get everyone out so they could comb the school for drugs? It seemed excessive. Not that I wouldn’t put it past Principal Hendricks. Maybe he found another way to kick bad kids out of his school.

“Sang,” Luke tugged at my sleeve. “What do you want?”

“Princess, why are you sitting on the ground?” Victor approached. The breeze picked up, tossing around his brown wavy hair. He removed his blazer, dropping it along with his book bag. He sat on top of it. He motioned to me with his fingers. “Come here.”

“I just told Luke I’d get into trouble—”

“It was Mr. McCoy that gave you detention and he’s not here.” Victor curled his fingers at me again. “Get off the grass.”

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to sit in his lap, but I was worried about getting another detention with a teacher or even Mr. Hendricks. He was probably right, though. I got up and let him tug me down again until I was parked in his lap sideways, facing Luke. 

Luke inched closer on the grass so he could collect one of my sandal-clad feet and put it in his lap. “We need to figure out what to get her for her birthday.”

“Yeah,” Victor said. He wrapped his arms around my waist. His fire eyes sparked at me. “Why didn’t you text me back?”

“You sent a text to me during class. Gabriel saw me checking and Kota took my phone. You started them on this crazy frenzy. You shouldn’t text during class unless it is an emergency.”

“It was an emergency. I just realized it was October. I’m glad we didn’t miss it.”

“And now there’s fire trucks here. And you guys are more worried about my birthday, which I’d forgotten about, too.”

Luke laughed. “Someone pulled the fire alarm. It’s no big deal.”

“It was a big deal last time it happened,” I said. “And they don’t take dogs into the school if there is a fire, do they?”

They blinked at me, twisting around to look over. Luke stood, putting a hand over his eyes to block the sun, and gazed over toward the building. “She’s right. There’s a pack of dogs.”

“We haven’t been called in.” Victor turned around again. His palm found my back. Fingers traced between a couple of my ribs. “Our concern is student safety, not building safety. The students are out here and well out of range for a fire or anything else that might be wrong. Mr. Blackbourne hasn’t sent word, so it’s probably some standard school inspection. Maybe checking for drugs or something.”

Luke’s eyebrows furrowed. “I’m not sure.”

With the way I was sitting, it was difficult to twist around and check. Part of me sensed Mr. McCoy just beyond where I could see. The boys assured me he wasn’t here, but I still couldn’t help wonder where he was. I sensed other eyes watching us. Most students were engrossed in their cell phones or talking, not really concerned with the school except to hope we’d be out of class longer. I scanned the group, trying to figure out why I felt so uncomfortable.

“Hey,” North’s voice bellowed at us. 

Students cleared out of the way as North, Gabriel and Kota returned. They were tailed by Silas and Nathan. 

“Baby,” North said, ”Get out of his lap. You’ll end up with detention.”

Victor squeezed his arms a little tighter around my hips. “McCoy’s not here. The other teachers don’t care.”

“There might be one who does. We don’t want to end up staying after school today if we’re going to figure out what to do for her birthday. Besides, she’s supposed to be dating Silas.”

“No one is paying attention,” Victor said.

“Are we going to skip football practice on her birthday?” Silas asked. 

“Are we skipping school on her birthday?” Gabriel asked. “We should.”

They continued their debate. I refocused on what was going on across the parking lot. Luke remained standing at his post, keeping watch. I glanced back at him on occasion, questioning with my eyes if he was seeing something more than I was seeing. 

Nathan followed my gaze out toward the dogs and the police. There was something being set up by the policemen. They’d removed a box of equipment from the back of one of the police cars. Firemen were standing by.

“Sang,” Victor squeezed me again. “You still haven’t told anyone—”

“Kota,” Nathan said over him, his tone serious. He nodded toward the school. “What is this?”

I crawled out of Victor’s lap to stand up between Nathan and Luke. I sensed Victor following, standing behind me. Everyone else turned toward the school. 

My heart leaped, pleased that Nathan and Luke were taking this seriously. I understood the boys not wanting to worry too much about things we couldn’t control, but my instincts were driving me crazy that something was terribly wrong. My old school never went through anything like this just for a fire drill.

The police surrounded one man, who was putting on what looked like plastic body armor. 

I shot a look at Kota. “What’s going on?” I asked in a quiet voice. This wasn’t a fire alarm or a check for drugs.

Kota frowned. “Hazardous waste cleanup perhaps? Maybe someone spilled something in the chemistry lab?” He fished his phone out of his pocket. The phone must have been on vibrate because I didn’t hear it ring. He punched the button with his thumb to answer it. “Dr. Green? Are you inside still?”

I glanced back over at the man in the safety suit. He marched slowly toward the school, a blue and white device in his hand that looked like a hand-held metal detector. He circled the fire trucks, heading toward the doors.

Kota dropped the phone to his chest to hold it there. “Our team,” he said in a quiet tone, but the command rang through every syllable. “Get your stuff. Let’s go.”

The boys moved at once. Silas and North, the ones closest to our book bags, grabbed them. Nathan tugged at my hand, moving behind Kota. 

We weaved our way through the throng of students, heading further down into the grass yard and toward the baseball field away from the rest of the students.

“Where are we going?” I asked in a quiet voice, suddenly scared.

“Away from other students,” Kota said. “And the cars.”

We traveled a good distance from the parking lot. We got some looks from other teachers, but none seemed to care much that we’d moved away from the other students. We were still within sight and on school grounds. 

Kota halted a few feet from the baseball field’s benches. He eyed them suspiciously. “Everyone stay here,” he said.

He moved forward alone, everyone else hanging back. The boys encircled me. I had to stand en pointe to peek over Victor’s shoulder.

Kota checked out the underside of the seats, inspecting every corner. When he seemed satisfied, he waved his hand at us to come sit. I slid in; Nathan sat on one side of me and Victor took his position on my other side. Always protecting. 

“What is it, Kota?” Nathan asked. His blue eyes darkening.

“This is the bomb squad,” he said. “There was a bomb threat made on the school by phone. There’s an unmarked box on the main floor.”

“Why are we so far out here away from the others?” I asked. 

Kota tilted his head toward me. “We’re to keep out of reach of potential threats, which means possibly rigged vehicles or students. The caller wasn’t specific. The package is only a guess by a teacher. We’re to stay out of range of everyone until Dr. Green and Mr. Blackbourne says it’s safe to return.”

“What about the other students?” I asked. “What about Marie? And Derrick?”

Kota frowned. “It’s most likely this is just a student pulling a prank or wanting to get out of class. This is just overkill precaution. We’re more of a target than they are. If we come under fire, we want to be out of range so no one else is hurt. We also want to see anyone coming if they’re trying to target us.”

“But we were in the middle of class,” I said. “If they wanted out of class, would they call a bomb threat while still inside class? It would have been obvious. And if they were outside of class trying to cut out their next one... well if they’d already skipped class, why would they try to mess up the next one?”

“Baby,” North said. He was sitting in front of me, but turned, dropping a hand on my knee. “The police are here. We’ve got our orders. Stop worrying so much. This isn’t our job.”

“She’s right, though,” Nathan said. He rubbed his palm over the top of his reddish-brown hair. “It’s an odd time to suddenly call in a bomb threat.”

“There’s nothing we can do right now,” Kota said, “We don’t have enough information.”

I twisted around, studying the other kids to see if I could pick out my sister. I would feel better if I could actually see her. She wasn’t the most friendly person, but I didn’t want her to get hurt. 

Through the crowd, an all-too-familiar goatee on an angular chin distracted me. I sucked in a breath, holding it, staring in disbelief .

Greg was back. His beady eyes were a distance away, but he was looking at us from the edge of the cluster of other students. 

“When did he get back?” Silas muttered under his breath.

Everyone turned their attention to Greg. He jerked his chin in our direction, turned around and disappeared back into the crowd.

I kept my eyes on the students. Greg. He hadn’t been in homeroom this morning. Did he switch classes?

The last time I saw him, he was clutching his throat trying to breathe.

After I’d punched him.

I turned on the bench, climbing up the bleachers until I was sitting at the very top, and dangled my feet down over the edge. Now that I’d spotted him, I didn’t want to turn my back on him.

The others joined me.

Exploits

It was two hours before the emergency services team finally pulled back. Teachers signaled to the students to go back inside.

No explosions. No arrests. 

We got word from Dr. Green that it was okay for us to enter the school. The boys and I followed the mass of students trying to get reoriented as to where we were supposed to go next. We were getting ready to split up to head in different directions when the loudspeakers crackled overhead.

“Sang Sorenson, report the principal’s office immediately. Sang Sorenson, report to the principal’s office.”

My heart dropped to the floor. My fingers danced over the dip on my throat. I glanced up at the speakers, as if doing so would provide more information. Why me? What happened? 

“I’ll go with her,” North said, squaring off his shoulders. His eyes darkened. “This better not be—”

“No,” Kota said. “She’s still under orders to go alone.”

North turned on him. “Don’t you see what he’s done? He’s just told the entire school Sang was probably involved in this. She’s more a target than ever. I’m not letting her walk alone over there.”

“If they think she’s involved, the students are going to want to stay away from her.” Kota’s eyebrows furrowed and lines formed at the creases of his mouth as he frowned. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but if we don’t go to class, we’re going to look like suspects if they don’t have one already. We have to let her go. We have to go to class and be counted with everyone else.”

North’s clenched fists smashed into his thighs. “This is bullshit. What about that other kid?”

“I just saw Greg walking up the stairs. He’s out of range. Now that we know he’s back, too, we need to get started. We’ll need a wire.” Kota turned to me. “Let Mr. Blackbourne know where you’re going,” he said. 

I brushed back a lock of hair from my eyes, but it kept falling back into my face. “Should I say anything? What do I do?”

“Be honest.” His hand drifted up, brushing the lock of hair from my cheek and hooking it behind my ear. It stayed, as if unwilling to defy Kota. “But if you get uncomfortable, or if they try to ask you questions about this bomb threat, refuse to answer and refer questions to Mr. Blackbourne. Say you don’t know anything. He might just be trying to figure out if we’re behind it. You’ll be able to tell him we aren’t.”

I nodded, scratching absently at a spot on my arm. I had to remind myself that this was Mr. Hendricks, not McCoy. Mr. McCoy wasn’t here. I had to trust that they wouldn’t send me in with Mr. Hendricks if it wasn’t okay to do so.

I sucked in a breath, trying to look nonchalant. I waved to the others as I headed off alone to the front offices.

The hallways were overcrowded with students. Everyone was taking their time to get to class. I couldn’t imagine anyone paying attention to school work now.

I weaved my way through the crowd. I watched for Greg, trying to avoid him if he was around. I trusted that Kota was right, but I still wanted to be aware, just in case he headed back.

And I still watched out for McCoy. I didn’t want to say so to the others, but without knowing where he was for sure, I couldn’t totally let go of the idea that he might be around the next corner. The guys had insisted I shouldn’t worry about it, but I couldn’t erase the thought of his bristled mustache and his beady eyes. My skin prickled uncomfortably as if I were being watched all the time.

A hand encircled my elbow. I paused, half expecting one of the guys. My eyes widened to find Karen touching me. She released me, shoving her fingers through her pixie haircut. Her usual happy smile was a little off and her brown eyes dimmed.

“Karen?” I asked her. “Is something wrong?” She usually didn’t talk to me outside of gym class.

“I was going to ask about you,” she said. “I heard your name on the overhead. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’ll find out.”

“Are you in trouble?” she asked. “It sounded serious.”

I shook my head. “I haven’t done anything. I can’t imagine what they want.”

She pursed her lips for a moment. “You know, they never caught whoever was stealing stuff out of our lockers at gym. Don’t let them pin that on you.”

“I won’t,” I said, although the comment caught me off guard and felt out of place, considering the bomb threat just now. “But nothing else has been taken, right?”

“Not from our class,” she said. “Although I heard a rumor that some of the other gym classes got robbed. I think they’re starting to lock the hallway down now. They need better security.”

I agreed. Whoever was getting into the girls’ lockers was pretty good. Either he, or she, knew all the combinations or could pick the locks, and could do it in a short amount of time without being seen. Didn’t Mr. Hendricks mention there was a thief breaking into the upstairs lockers, too? I didn’t know if it was still happening. I made a mental note to talk to Mr. Blackbourne. “I should go,” I said, not trying to be unfriendly, but I didn’t want to make trouble by being too late. “See you in class?”

Karen waved goodbye. I forced myself to push my concerns about a school thief to the back of my mind. I had to deal with Hendricks right now. I followed the sound of talking voices toward the front hallway. 

A plethora of teachers, students and a couple of police officers surrounded the front office hallways. I weaved my way through all of them to reach the main office door.

The waiting room was just as crowded. I dropped my hand toward my breast, meaning to pick out my cell phone and alert Mr. Blackbourne that I was headed to Mr. Hendricks’ office. My fingers touched the cup of my bra and felt only the clothing material.

I’d forgotten to get my phone back from Kota. All the disruptions, left me scatterbrained. I should have gotten it back when he was right in front of me.

I knew my phone held a listening device and it was activated when they needed it. Mr. Hendricks’ office was also wired. Did they know I was heading in?

I didn’t want to risk going in alone without warning Mr. Blackbourne. I paused in the waiting room, but turned down a different hallway, away from the Principal’s office. I followed the corridor, seeking out an unmarked door.

I knocked softly.

The door opened. Dr. Green popped his head out. His sandy brown hair was mussed on the side as if he’d been napping or leaning on his hand. He wore a deep green collared shirt, no tie, and tan slacks. His smile lit up when he spotted me. “Miss Sang? It’s lovely to see you, but aren’t you supposed to be heading to class?”

Did they not hear announcements from the hallways back here? “I was called into the principal’s office, but I don’t have my phone with me.”

“Ah,” he said. His head tilted slightly and he opened the door further. “Mr. Blackbourne is out interviewing a few students. I guess it’s just you and me this time.”

My cheeks heated. I entered the room, passing by him closely when he didn’t step back. My arm brushed his, and despite my nervousness, I was drawn to remain close. “I don’t have my phone. Will you be able to hear?”

He fished his cell phone out of his back pocket. He had a similar iPhone in a purple case. “Carry this in with you. His office is wired, but I want to be able to listen closer to you. Don’t worry. When you’re done talking to him, come find me.” I took his phone from him, fingering it nervously. His hand captured my chin, his light eyes focusing on mine. “I’m right behind you, Miss Sang. You’ll be fine.”

His kind words were as soothing as his eyes. He made for a perfect doctor. He could be about to cut me open for surgery from head to toe and I’d trust his promises.

He released me. “Hurry so you can get back,” he said. “If I had to face off with Mr. Hendricks, I’d want to be done with it as quickly as possible, too.”

I reshuffled my book bag on my shoulders and stumbled off back down the hallway.

Into The Den

––––––––

[image: ]


No book bags or cell phones down this hallway,” the secretary at the waiting room desk barked at me. She snapped her fingers and pointed to my bag and Dr. Green’s phone in my hands.

I rocked back on my feet, surprised by the new protocol. Was it because of the bomb threat? My heart pounded, uncomfortable with leaving Dr. Green’s cell phone behind. Should I give it back to him? “Mr. Hendricks called me down,” I said, as if that might gain some special permission.

The lady shook her head. “Students aren’t allowed to carry anything down these hallways.”

I gazed around the waiting room. It was crowded. How could I leave my things here? The current theft problem had me paranoid to leave anything, especially a phone that didn’t belong to me.

“Leave them in one of the empty chairs and go see the Principal,” she said.

I spotted a familiar face. He wore glasses and had his nose buried in a book. He sat off to the side from the others. I’d once sat next to him in the courtyard and then had seen him again later at a football game. I’d wondered what happened to him. Was he in trouble?

“Pardon me,” I whispered. 

His eyes slid up, and his glasses slipped down his nose a little. They were a little crooked on one side, like the frame was bent. It was the first time I noticed the smattering of freckles across his cheeks. His brows lifted in surprise. I could imagine he wasn’t expecting anyone to notice him. 

“Can I leave this here with you?” I asked, motioning with my bag to the empty chair beside him.

His cheeks tinted. He nodded. His lips parted, as if wanting to say something, but nothing came out.

I spoke his language; I was fluent in shy. “Thank you.” I said softly. “I hope I won’t be long.”

After showing I wasn’t carrying anything, the secretary let me into the principal’s hallway. I hoped Dr. Green would still be able to hear me. I tried to remember to speak louder so wherever his wires were, he’d be able to hear. Maybe he’d been listening and already knew my things and his phone were in the front lobby and he’d collect them.

Mr. Hendricks opened his door at the first knock. “Miss Sorenson,” he said. He towered over me with his hulking figure. His cleanly-shaved head gleamed under the lights of his office. He widened the opening, stepping aside. “Good morning. Please come in, won’t you?”

I resisted a cringe as I crossed in front of him toward the orange cloth chair. The idea that the chair was becoming familiar to me set a dead weight in my gut.

Mr. Hendricks hit the lock on his door. “I’m sorry to call on you, but as you can imagine, there’s a lot going on right now.”

I wasn’t sure if he was honest about being sorry. He could have sent a quiet note to my next class or even just directed a specific call to the classroom. Instead he notified nearly the entire school that he wanted me. No, he’d done it on purpose. The question was why. “How can I help you?” I asked. I wanted to get to the bottom of this.

His eyebrows shot up. “You’re very eager today. Any particular reason?”

I didn’t like the way he was trying to pry information out of me. “What happened? I imagine with the fire alarm and the police being here, that’s why you’ve called me here.”

“Oh, that?” He crossed the room and collapsed into his oversized office chair. His hands steepled under his chin as he leaned forward. “It’s a problem, but you really don’t need to worry about it. Students call bomb threats in throughout the year. There’s never a bomb, but there’s a protocol and the police get called in. It’s a waste of time. With the disposable cell phones the kids carry, someone can easily use one and call it in, preventing us getting to any real culprit.. It’s a nuisance.” 

The way he said it made it sound like it happened every week. My old school never had a bomb threat. I didn’t think the kids there would have ever dreamed of doing it. He passed it off like a prank call. What kind of kids would do such a thing? I bit back a retort stating as much, but perked up to appear interested.

Mr. Hendricks brushed a palm over the side of his stern face. “When your Academy friends joined us,” he said, “there were a lot of promises that they would help deal with inner security issues until we could put together a more reasonable solution. We can’t afford to hire security guards like other schools. We can barely afford what we have now. So far, their team has done nothing but get in the way. I’ve tolerated them but I think this little game has gone on long enough.”

Tolerated was an out and out lie. “What do you mean?” I leaned forward, eager to hear. If this was a new plan to get rid of my friends, I wanted to be sure to catch his every syllable. I hoped Dr. Green would, too.

“Mr. McCoy has been missing for too long,” he said. “The school board has been talking about a replacement. Mr. Blackbourne has asked for access to the position until a suitable replacement has been voted in by the school board. That could take months or as long as a year.”

My heart stopped. “Mr. Blackbourne wants to be the vice principal?”

“Current active vice principal.” He frowned. “You didn’t know?”

I shook my head. How could I have known? For some reason, I guess I was surprised I didn’t. But then I supposed that was what Mr. Blackbourne wanted. If he kept me in the dark about certain things, I couldn't be expected to answer Mr. Hendricks when he questioned me about it. “Is he in charge now?”

“He’s already insisted on getting the keys to Mr. McCoy’s office and to be allowed access to his computer files. It’s unusual that the board wouldn’t insist on someone who already has a school administrator certification. They’re going to put him through a quick course and they’ll expedite his certificate. I told them it’s ridiculous. He’s nowhere near qualified. Right now, I’ve put him in charge of the bomb threats. It’ll give him something useless to do. In the meantime, I want you to help me.”

“Help with what?”

“I suspect Mr. Blackbourne knows more about what happened to Mr. McCoy than he lets on,” he said. He dipped his steepled hands, talking over them. “I suspect he set this whole thing up so he could take over the job, and then come after mine.”

That couldn’t be true. He was an Academy professor. Sort of. I supposed. The Academy was different, I knew. I still didn’t know much about it, but my initial idea of it being a traditional school had vanished, and there was nothing to replace it with. What would Mr. Blackbourne do as a principal or vice-principal of a high school? “You think he’s interested in taking your job?”

“I don’t know and I don’t really care what he’s interested in. I need him gone, not in line for my job.”

I bit back my frustration. It seemed like a futile pursuit. Finding a new job wasn’t why Mr. Blackbourne was here. “What do you want from me?”

“I want to know where Mr. McCoy is. I want you to look for him.”

My lips parted, eyebrows shooting up. “How?”

“Keep your ears open when you’re around Mr. Blackbourne. He might have him at this Academy that we can’t find. Mr. McCoy wouldn’t have left here willingly. He was forced out. I want to know why.”

He had to be crazy. But then he wouldn’t know why I would never try to look for Mr. McCoy. To appear noncommittal, I tapped my fingers against the wood of the armrest, sitting back. “What would you expect me to do? I’m not the police. I can’t investigate this kind of thing.”

“You’re going to, and not just because I tell you to. You would have done it anyway, I bet. You’re nosy. But now you get an advantage. Now I’m going to help you.”

I blew out a perplexed sigh. “Why? Why are you asking me?”

Mr. Hendricks squeezed his lips together briefly. “Because I’ve already taken on another busload of students, some of the most dangerous threats from surrounding school districts. I need my vice principal and not some pansy prep school teacher.”

My heart leaped into my throat. I sat forward again, positive what I’d just heard was a trick on my ears or a joke. “What do you mean, you took on more students? This place is already overcrowded.”

“What is it that you think I do?” Mr. Hendricks leaned forward, planting his palms flat on the desk. “But my decisions aren’t yours to question. What you should be more concerned about is finding Mr. McCoy.”

“Is this why Greg is back?”

“Who?”

“The ... guy I sent to the hospital.” Admitting it was difficult, but I didn’t know Greg’s last name.

“Oh. He’d already been sent in from another school. We’re the last place left. The state has a legal obligation to provide a school for all these kids. Most major cities usually have an alternative school of some kind for criminals. We can’t afford it. When they get kicked out of other schools, they come here. It’s either the streets, or we babysit them here. Mr. McCoy has the training and the experience to handle it. Mr. Blackbourne doesn’t have a clue.”

It didn’t sound like a good thing. When there wasn’t enough money for security, why bring in more bad students? Wasn’t he looking for ways to get them out before? Why would he bring more in when it was two months into the semester? “I don’t know if I can do it. I don’t know anything about how to look for a missing person.”

“You can do it,. You will do it,” he said, his voice dripping with threats. “You’ll follow Mr. Blackbourne until he leads you to him.”

“What makes you think Mr. Blackbourne will just stumble across him? Or that he’d let me know if he did have him?”

Mr. Hendricks locked eyes with me. “You’re clever. You’re ambitious. You want in the Academy, don’t you? Well, here’s your opportunity. They don’t need to be here. Find out where Mr. McCoy is, and we’ll get the whole group kicked out. Once they leave, they may just take you with them. They seem to like you.”

I pursed my lips tightly, not wanting to relate how I felt about this. I didn’t care for Hendricks or the school. I hated that what he dangled in front of me was what I dreamed about. I wanted to escape to the Academy, only it wasn’t that easy to get in. Kota didn’t want me to go, anyway. I wasn’t sure how the others felt. At any rate, he had no idea how they worked and I knew they wouldn’t simply give up on this assignment.

“I’m not asking you for much,” he said. “I just want to talk to him. One conversation with Mr. McCoy. If he’s still out there somewhere.”

“You think talking to him will help you find a way to kick them out,” I said.

He tilted his head. “It benefits you, so I don’t see why you mind.” He pushed himself up to standing. “Find out what that Mr. Blackbourne is up to, and you’ve got a chance to go to the Academy early. I’ll write up a glowing review of your character if you need it. You’ve got a job to do. I expect it to be done soon.” He motioned to the door and went to it as if to open it for me. 

I stood and walked across the room to leave. My mind was wild. What would Dr. Green say to this? 

Mr. Hendricks reached around me to release the lock. I stepped out into the hallway. 

“I don’t need to tell you what to expect if you don’t cooperate,” he said, and shut the door behind me.

♥♥♥
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The boy was still reading his book when I returned to the waiting room. I could tell from the way he gazed at the page that he wasn’t really reading. He was focusing to avoid eye contact. With the chatter in the waiting room, it was too distracting to read.

“Thanks,” I said softly. I didn’t want to spook him or engage him in conversation if he didn’t want it. 

“Welcome, Sang,” he replied, his voice cracked at the end.

He knew my name? I wish I knew his so I could be nice about it, but it felt awkward to ask. I gave him a smile, trying to show I wasn’t going to bite him. 

He dipped his head back down, staring at the page.

The Plan

––––––––
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I knocked on the unmarked office door only once before it swung open. Dr. Green’s hand shot out. He snagged my arm and hauled me inside. 

I stumbled in and he shut the door behind himself. “Can you believe that guy?” Dr. Green asked. He stuffed his fingers through his sandy hair, mussing it on top. “Oh my god. He’s crazy.”

I dropped my bag on the floor near his desk. “Where’s Mr. Blackbourne?”

“Still investigating kids about this bomb threat. Then he has to collaborate with the police.” Dr. Green dropped his hand from his hair. “He’s not going to like this.”

I held out his purple phone to him. “What do we do? I can’t look for Mr. McCoy, can I?”

He took his phone from my hands, sliding it into a back pocket. “We’ll see what he says, but I doubt it. I don’t know the full story. We’re working on this call and who possibly made it. The box arrived last night after school was closed. There’s a night security guard, but he said he didn’t see anything. They only have one so no kidding he didn’t see anything. He can’t be everywhere at once. We should have kept the cameras running.”

I perked up as he kept talking, but something in what he said caught my attention. “Wait, there was a box?” I had forgotten Kota mentioning a box before. 

His soft green eyes darkened. “Yeah. The box was in an odd place, and it had Mr. Blackbourne’s name on it. Whoever called made it sound like he was threatening him specifically.”

My mouth dropped open. I wanted to panic, but I couldn’t yet. I wasn’t sure I fully comprehended his meaning. “What was inside? There wasn’t a bomb?”

“It was empty. They don’t know if it was left intentionally to look like a threat, or if it was just a coincidence. He hadn’t seen the box before. This is one step away from a prank call, which is why this is taking longer than usual, and why they sent in the bomb squad.”

I leaned against the side of the desk, pressing a finger to my lower lip. “Mr. Hendricks said he wants Mr. Blackbourne to follow this bomb threat to keep him out of his hair since he wants to take over as active vice-principal. Could it be he wants to throw Mr. Blackbourne at this bomber guy? Does he want him to get hurt?”

Dr. Green’s frown softened. He crossed the room, hovering close to me. “Miss Sang, I swear, nothing is going to happen to him. He’s fine. He’s going to find out who did this before anyone else, I bet.”

“How can you be sure?”

He pursed his lips. His eyes flittered to the wall. 

“What is it?” I asked quietly. Why did he hesitate?

“Sang, that box was planted in the music room you and he have class in.” His eyes slid back to me. “The classroom, not this office.”

“Because it was easier to access? These offices are secured. There’s a separate alarm system ...”

Dr. Green hooked a finger into the collar of his shirt and gave it a gentle tug, like it was too tight. “No. The truth is, we’re not totally sure he was the only target.”

His words took a moment to strike home, but they did. I sank backward until I was leaning against his desk. My palm found a spot over my heart. “Do the others know?”

“No one except Mr. Blackbourne,” he said, his eyes eerily dark. I wasn’t sure I liked that look on him. It didn’t fit his usually happy nature. 

I didn’t want to say it, but had to suggest it. “Maybe we shouldn’t tell them.”

“We can’t hide this from them,” Dr. Green said.

“It doesn’t make sense for me to be a target. No one knows me. No one cares.” His lips parted like he wanted to say something but I removed my hand from my chest, holding it up in a stopping motion. “I mean there’s no one out there that hates me ...” I paused. I was still half thinking I was the old Sang Sorenson, the one who was invisible and no one knew her name. Greg’s angry eyes from that morning flashed into my brain. “Greg is back.”

“That student you beat up?”

I flashed him a tiny smirk at making it sound like I did it just because. “I saw him outside when the fire alarm went off. Could he have done it?”

“I can add him to the list of people to check out. It’s just a feeling, but I don’t think so. I don’t really know as much as I’d like. I’m waiting to get details.”

“The others know about Greg. They’re already talking about wiring him. But if we tell the others about that part of the bomb scare, they’ll be more overprotective than normal.”

Dr. Green’s eyes lit up a fraction. “I don’t believe I’d disapprove of that.”

My cheeks warmed. “Dr. Green ...”

His fingers rose slowly and drifted to catch a lock of my hair. He hooked it around my ear. It fell back across my cheek but he kept his fingers by my earlobe. “We won’t be able to hide what really happened, but I guess I could not let them know you’re a second possible target. They’ll be eager enough to get to work knowing Mr. Blackbourne is involved. I see where you find it illogical that this might have been meant for you, but I don’t want it dismissed. You need to be on guard, too. Mr. Blackbourne won’t approve of you being targeted.”

“What do we do?”

There was a rattling at the door, and it opened. Dr. Green quickly dropped his hand and stepped away from me. Mr. Blackbourne stopped short in the doorway. His gray eyes focused on my face. “Miss Sorenson.”

“Mr. Blackbourne,” I said in the usual greeting. “Are you okay?” 

“Of course,” he said. He entered, shutting the door behind himself. He touched lightly at the knot of the red tie at his neck. “Why aren’t you in class?”

“Mr. Hendricks called me in.”

Mr. Blackbourne shifted his eyes to Dr. Green. “I think you better fill me in. Miss Sorenson, you might want to go back to class.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” my eyes flickered to the clock on the wall to verify. “My current class is supposed to be with you.”

The corner of his mouth dipped and he nudged the bridge of his glasses with a forefinger. “I believe we’ll need to make a change to your schedule for now.”

“Is it because of the bomb threat? How can you be a target if the box was empty? Did you find out who made the call?”

“One thing at a time,” he said. “We’ll need to investigate further. Right now, you’ll have to forgive the interruption to your schedule.”

I thought I’d resolved that this year would be full of changes and interruptions. There hadn’t been a day since it started where I felt settled in. I shrugged casually. “Getting kind of used to it.”

Dr. Green cracked a smile. “Yeah, it’s been happening a lot with us lately.”

“You mean this isn’t normal for you all?” I asked.

Dr. Green chuckled. Mr. Blackbourne’s millimeter smile appeared, but only for a moment. “Starting tomorrow, I want you to begin reporting here for class. I think this is the safest spot for you during that time.”

I glanced at Dr. Green and back to Mr. Blackbourne. “Where will you be?”

“I’ll be where I’m expected to be. In the music room.”

“Without me? Why?”

His eyes settled on my face. “Because whoever is doing this may try it again, and I want to give him every opportunity to do so.”

“Then I should be there,” I said. “Whoever it is might know what you’re trying to do if I’m not showing up.”

He shook his head “Absolutely not. After right now, you and I need to stay as far away from each other as possible.”

I leaned against the desk again. “That might be difficult.”

“Why?”

Dr. Green stepped aside and slipped into his chair, sitting back. “Principal Hendricks wants her to find out where Mr. McCoy is, and he thinks she should do it by following you around.”

Mr. Blackbourne’s gray eyes started darting back and forth. I could almost hear the gears in his head piece together what this meant. “He wants to talk to him. He thinks we bullied him out somehow.”

“What should I do?” I asked. “How am I supposed to find him? If I don’t, Hendricks will know if I try to lie and pretend I’ve been looking for him.”

“Let me handle that,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Right now, I need you to stay away from me, and ignore Mr. Hendricks’s orders. I’ll feed Dr. Green information for you to tell him. This getting you involved is inexcusable. I’m in the middle of a police investigation with this bomb threat. If you follow me, you’ll get mixed in with the police and that can’t happen.”

“What if I can help?”

“This is one time where we’ll have to risk your grades and his threats. We can’t expose you.”

His tone implied something more serious. “What do you mean expose me? You mean to this kid who is leaving empty boxes?”

He flinched. I knew this reaction. I’d come to the wrong conclusion, but it was something he was still concerned about. “There is that.”

“But there’s something else,” I said. “Expose me to what?”

Dr. Green hooked a couple of fingers again into the collar of his shirt. “Well, we don’t really want you involved with the police if we can help it.”

“Because of my parents?”

“And other reasons,” Dr. Green said. He focused on me. “Academy reasons.”

My lips parted and my tongue danced behind my teeth, ready to rattle questions off to him, but I stopped short. It was either an unspoken Academy rule, or something the Academy wanted from me, or would expect if I were to ever join. I had to back off. Trust them. “So I can’t be around if the police are going to be checking up with you.”

“And hello, it’s dangerous,” Dr. Green said. He swiveled in his chair, and poked a finger at my knee. “This isn’t exactly another Mr. Hendricks that we can follow around. This is some loon who can plant a box in a school and make everyone think it’s a bomb.”

“And he knows his stuff,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “When he called into the main office, he was able to rattle off a list of bomb-making materials and how to piece one together to sound convincing.”

“Why would he leave the box empty though?” I asked.

They both drew serious faces, glancing at each other and zinging that silent communication between them. Neither spoke, but I understood. They didn’t know the answer yet.

And I thought life at Ashley Waters High School couldn’t get much worse.

What’s Your Number?

––––––––
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Since I was out of sync and without a phone, I zoomed to trailer number 32 for World History class. Victor was already there, sitting in North’s usual seat in the back row. His fingers clutched at the medallion hanging at his neck and his wavy brown hair was smoothed back, hanging just around his ears. Had he been growing it out a little longer? 

“Where’s North?” I asked, plopping down in the seat in front of him.

Victor flicked his fire eyes on me, locking his lips. Secret. Academy.

I sighed. Already? Was it about the bomb?

He pulled a phone in a pink case from his pocket. “Did you forget this?”

“Yes,” I said, taking it from him. “I forgot to get it back from Kota.” I dropped it on top of my book bag. I didn’t want to slip it into my bra in the middle of class.

“Don’t forget it,” he said. He flicked a smile at me. “You’re very difficult to get a hold of otherwise.”

“Don’t know how I lived without it before,” I said, unable to stop my lips from curling up. 

“Hey,” he said. “By the way. I wanted to call in my favor.”

“What?”

He grinned. “Don’t tell me you forgot. The day we went swimming, I won a favor.”

I perked up. “I almost forgot. Did you think of something?”

He tapped at his desk, and I imagined he was hitting invisible keys on a piano. “There’s this little concert this weekend. It’s technically after your birthday, but ...”

“Wait,” I said. “You mean you want me to go to your concert? As the favor?”

“It’ll probably be really dull. I’ll have to get you to stand backstage. And after I may ask you to do something weird.”

“Like what?”

His cheeks tinted. “There’s usually a party.”

“Oh,” I said, unsure. The last time I’d attended a party, it didn’t turn out so well.

“That’s really the favor part,” he said. “Maybe if you don’t mind, you’d stick around after?”

“And go with you?”

“No, I mean,” he rubbed a palm across his cheek. “I don’t know. I was kind of hoping you’d hang out away from the party.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I mean, I don’t think you should go to the party, but I wouldn’t mind escaping it to be with you.”

I still didn’t understand, but I remembered Kota and the others saying he had a hard time at his concerts. Maybe his father, at the party after, said mean things. Maybe he wanted me to be there for support, but didn’t want to subject me to his parents. “Okay,” I said.

“You’ll do it?”

“Yes. But you don’t have to ask a favor from me. I’ll do it. I don’t mind. I’ll hide out. Can we do things together after? Do we have to stay long?” If he didn’t like the party, I thought it would be a good thing to go somewhere else after to cheer him up.

He parted his lips to say something, but the bell rang. Mr. Morris grumbled at the front of the class, drawing everyone's attention. I sat back, attempting to appear interested, but I guessed at what he was going to say.

“Open your books,” he said. “Read Chapter Ten. Lips closed. I want the questions at the end of the chapter answered fully and the papers on my desk tomorrow.”

“I love this class,” Victor breathed into the back of my hair. 

I had to agree. It wasn’t interesting at all, but it was easy. With everything else we had to do, a predictable class was something we needed. If we weren’t going to learn much, at least we could take a small time-out with stress-free work.

I was bent over my desk, writing the answers out to the questions. A folded piece of paper plopped onto my desk. My eyes flicked to the note. I was used to getting these, though mostly in other classes. North usually caught the ones from this classroom before I saw them.

My name was scrawled in a handwriting I didn’t recognize. Not that I expected Victor to write a note to me, but I checked just to be sure. I left the note on my desk, ignoring it. I thought I would wait until they piled up and stuff them into my bag to give to North later. 

Two more landed on my desk. I stacked them in the same corner and left them alone. I thought if I ignored them in front of everyone, they’d get the idea I didn’t really want them. Maybe. I wasn’t sure if they even cared or if it was a game.

I was halfway finished with the assignment when I felt a presence hovering. I dismissed it, assuming someone was walking by to get to the pencil sharpener or something similar. 

“I thought I said read and do your homework,” Mr. Morris said. 

I glanced up, surprised to see him by my desk. His focus was on me. Confused, I tilted my head back. “Pardon?”

He snatched up the notes on the corner of my desk. He fanned them in his hand, showing them to me. “Tell your boyfriends to wait until after class.”

“Oh ... okay,” I said. I bit my lip, instantly ashamed at how I’d responded. It almost seemed rude, but he’d surprised me. 

Mr. Morris frowned. He unfolded one of the pages, his eyes scrolling over the words. “John wants to know if you’re busy on Friday.”

The class started giggling. My cheeks heated. I didn’t dare glance back at Victor. “Um ...” I said. Did he expect me to answer?

“She says no, John. You should probably be more specific if you want to ask her out.” He flicked open another note. “Dylan wants to know your bra size.”

Laughter rolled through the classroom.

“Excuse me, sir,” Victor said behind me. “You shouldn’t—”

Mr. Morris held up a hand at him. “Sorry, Dylan,” he said to Victor. “You should probably ask a girl what her favorite color is before you ask her about bras. There’s a protocol. Trust me on this.” He opened the last note. “Sam wants to know your phone number.”

I swallowed, flicking a glance at Victor. His eyes blazed. He shook his head a fraction.

“I ... I don’t...” I said softly.

“Speak up,” Mr. Morris said. “Sam is waiting.”

What did he want me to do? Announce it? I glanced around the room at the expectant and giggling faces. “I don’t think I want to give it out,” I said.

“It’ll save us both a lot of trouble.” 

The boy sitting across the aisle reached out, picking my cell phone up from on top of my book bag. Mr. Morris turned just as Victor leaned over his chair to try and snag it back. Mr. Morris held up his hand and gave a glower that said not to interfere, that he’d handle it.

Before Mr. Morris could turn back to the kid that had snatched my cell phone, the guy poked at the screen and checked. “It’s 843-555-2311,” he rattled off. 

Mr. Morris snatched my phone from the guy. “Stop it. You’re all animals.” He placed my phone back on my desk and gazed around the room, addressing everyone. “Now everyone stop sending around notes. Don’t think I haven’t noticed the internal postal system we’ve had going on here. We’ve got phones now. Use them. Just don’t answer them in class. Stop wasting trees and my class time with this.” He crumpled up the notes, dropped my phone on my desk, and marched toward the front of the class. He tossed the notes away in the trash before he went back to settle into his own chair at his desk.

Was that even my number? I wasn’t sure as I never looked at it. I risked a glance back at Victor. His eyes scorched, daring the class to even try to call my number now. He gripped his pen in his hands until his knuckles were white.

I sank further into my seat, wanting to disappear.

Code For Danger

––––––––
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By the lunch bell, my phone was vibrating continuously in my hands. Messages were lighting up the phone, but from unknown numbers.

“Let me see it, Princess,” Victor said, walking beside me. He took the phone from my hands, wrapping his lean fingers around the cover. As he held on to it, it continued to vibrate as it received text messages. “What did they do? Text your number to the entire school?”

“Can we block the numbers?”

“I may just get you a new number,” he said. “But I can’t do it right now.” He sighed, his free hand finding mine. His thumb smoothed across the skin on the back of my hand. “I’m sorry. Let me hang on to it. You’ve got classes with us for the rest of the day, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll give you mine after lunch so you’ve got something.”

North wasn’t in the courtyard. Kota and Nathan were gone, too. 

“Where’d everyone go?” I asked.

Luke sat next to me on the bench. He tapped his lips in a gesture of silence. Academy. 

I sighed. “Are they going to be gone all day? What about after school? And my sister?”

“We’ll tell Marie there’s a change of plans. She can ride the bus home today. You can come along with me,” Victor said, sitting on my other side. “We’ll get your number changed.”

Silas sat on the grass at my feet. “Why? What’s wrong with her number?”

Victor told them what happened. 

“Shit,” Gabriel said, pushing a palm into his eye. “We don’t need this right now. We’re down three people. Sang’s phone is fucked. Her birthday is this week. Can anything else happen?”

“Don’t say that or something will happen,” Luke said. “I’m already done today. I’m ready to go home.” He glanced at Silas. “Can you fill in for North today just in case he doesn’t make it back?”

Silas grimaced. “I was kind of hoping to figure out what to do for Sang’s birthday.”

Gabriel groaned. “We don’t have time for the diner.”

“We can’t bail,” Luke said. “A couple of the waitresses and a busser are out tonight. I think they’ve got the flu.”

Gabriel fell on his knees on the grass next to Silas, then collapsed on his back. “Sang, change your birthday. Make it like a week later or something. The tenth. Or the fifteenth. Or fuck it. Make it next month. November’s a nice birthday month. Have a November birthday.”

“Okay,” I said, in a very enthusiastic tone. I wouldn’t mind putting this off for a month, either. What did they expect from me? It was just a birthday. I knew other friends got each other little gifts. They totally didn’t have to do it, but I had a feeling arguing with them about this would lead to futile fights that I wouldn’t win. 

“We can’t put off her birthday,” Victor said. He turned to look at me. “What do you want, anyway?”

“A nice birthday card.”

“No, really.”

I moaned softly, rubbing a finger over my brow. “Really, guys, don’t go through any trouble. We’ve got enough to do right now.”

“Sang, it’s your first birthday with us,” Gabriel said. “You’re getting stuff.”

“And it’s her sixteenth birthday,” Luke said. 

Gabriel’s mouth dropped open. “Holy fuck, is it? I didn’t even think about that.” He smashed his palms into his face. “Aw shit, no. No, this isn’t happening. I can’t swing a sweet sixteen in two days.”

Victor pulled my phone out from his pocket. “Why won’t they shut up? My butt is already numb from all the vibrating.”

“Make sure it isn’t Kota or the others trying to figure out what I’m doing,” I said.

Victor frowned, scrolling through the messages. I leaned over, nearly pressing my cheek to his shoulder to glance at the screen. There were a number of text messages from different people. The voicemail icon blinked.

“Check the voicemail.”

“It’s from these bozos,” he said. 

“I’ll do it,” I said.

“Let North do it. I don’t know if I want to hear people breathing your name into the phone. It’s creeping me out seeing the text messages.”

I clutched the corner of the phone. “Please? May I check it, Victor?”

He grumbled softly, releasing the phone into my hands. “You should delete them.”

I tapped at the screen with my finger. “What if it is from the guys but from a different number?”

“Aggele mou,” Silas said. “You worry too much. They wouldn’t do that to you.”

“You never know.” The phone beeped in my ear. 

Silas said something else, but I turned my head away slightly, listening to the phone message.

At first it was breathing. Was it one of the note writers scared to leave a message?

The voicemail ended. I meant to delete it but I hit the button to save and it skipped to the next one. 

This time, there was more breathing. I meant to delete it again when I caught a beep. It wasn’t like the beep that announced the end of the message. This was a different tone.

It beeped again. And again. It repeated itself.

“Trouble?” Gabriel asked. The boys were focused on me.

I shook my head, holding up a finger to figure out this puzzle. Code?

The message ended. I saved it. The next one started. This one immediately started beeping, again in a sequence I didn’t know.

My heart rattled in my chest. Was it a message from the guys? Were they in trouble? Why would they send me a code?

“What’s wrong, Sang?” Luke asked.

I pushed the button to repeat the message. I held the phone out to Victor. “It’s a code I don’t know.”

Victor blinked at me, letting me hold the phone to his ear. I could hear the beeping playing. A couple of minutes passed as he listened. His lips mouthed off but I couldn’t understand what he was whispering to himself. His face hardened. He snagged my phone from me, taking hold of my hand. “Come on,” he said.

I stood, drawn by his tugging and the urgency in his face. 

“What’s going on?” Silas asked, standing. The others got up, too.

“It’s Morse code,” Victor said. “We’re leaving. Everyone’s leaving here now.” He pulled the phone away from his ear. “We have everyone? Everyone else is gone?”

I counted the boys in my head for a moment. “I suppose Dr. Green and Mr. Blackbourne are still here.”

“Mr. Blackbourne left with Kota. Luke,” he said, and he turned to Luke and Gabriel. “Go get Dr. Green. He’s probably in his office. Don’t use your phone.” 

“But,” I said, wanting to ask more questions. I didn’t understand. Why were we leaving?

Victor yanked me forward until I stumbled after him. He did it in such a hurry and with such urgency that I felt the desperation from him. This was serious. Silas followed behind us. Gabriel and Luke raced off together for Dr. Green.

I hurried to catch up, and Victor led the way to the parking lot.

“We’re leaving school?” I asked. “We can’t leave now. We’ll get suspended for skipping.”

“It’s an emergency, Sang. We can’t wait.” Victor fished his keys out of his pocket, hitting the unlock button. “Get in.”

I slid in the passenger side. Victor raised the middle console, providing an extra seat. I slipped further next to him. Silas climbed in next to me.

Victor started the car, driving toward the side entrance. We stared off after the doors. 

My heart was thundering in my chest. “Why are we leaving?” I breathed.

“It was a warning, Sang.”

My heart stilled to almost nothing. “Warning about what?”

“It was a warning to us,” he said, his eyes met mine and they enveloped me in his fire. “To stay away from you.”

Reaction

––––––––
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Dr. Green signaled to us from the school that he, Gabriel and Luke were taking his car. Victor waved to them that he understood before driving out of the lot. 

I rode between Silas and Victor as we headed into the city. I didn’t know where we were going. At first, I assumed we were going to my house because that’s where we always went. Instead, Victor headed east on the interstate, speeding past signs that marked off the miles into Charleston.

No one had spoken since we’d left the school. I smoothed my skirt up on my thighs so I could tuck my knees into my chest and still be modest. My arms wrapped around my legs. Victor drove with one hand on the wheel and traced my phone with his fingers in his lap. Silas encircled his fingers around my ankle as he stared out the window.

“We’re headed into the city?” I asked quietly when I could muster a question. I had a lot of them, but started with the easiest.

“We’re going to my house,” Victor said.

“Why?”

“Better security,” he said. He slid a glance at me, the hint of a smile on his lips. “Why? Don’t you want to? You said you wanted to before.”

I sighed, and leaned against Silas. “Why would anyone warn you guys to stay away from me? And why use my cell phone to send a message to you all? And why are we—”

“Princess.” Victor blew out a sigh and let go of the phone to put both hands on the wheel. “I don’t know all the answers yet. We’re getting to a secure location where we can make sure everyone is safe. We’ll figure it out from there.”

“What about my sister?”

Victor’s lips pursed. His eyes flittered to Silas.

“Aggele mou,” Silas scooped an arm under my ankles. He unfolded me until I could hook my knees over his thigh. His strong arm encircled my shoulders into a sideways hug until I was curled up against him. “We’re not forgetting about her. If someone is after you, the best place for you to be is away from her. It’s why we’re not going to your house.”

I buried my cheek into his shoulder. “I don’t understand why.”

“We don’t know,” Silas said. He squeezed me around my shoulders, strong enough to take my breath away. “But we’re finding out now. We’ll regroup at Victor’s house and make sure everyone is safe. When we’re sure, we’ll make a plan and we’ll start investigating.”

“Are we sure it isn’t a prank? Is it just one of the kids from our history class messing around?”

“We’re not taking chances,” Victor said. “It was a threat against us, sent to you. Whoever it was knew you’d tell us, and expected us to understand what was going on. We’ll make sure you’re safe, and make it that much harder for whoever it is to get close.” His eyes burned as he stared forward, as if already calculating how to fix this. “If it is a stupid prank, we’ll find out soon enough. I’d rather make sure first.”

I bit my lip against any more questions as traffic thickened on the road into Charleston. It felt surreal to be out of school and instead out in the world. It was easy to forget there were people out there doing other things while I was so wrapped up in school. 

I’d never skipped class in my life before I met the Academy boys. I wondered if anyone noticed now. If it had been Mr. Blackbourne’s class, or Dr. Green’s and we’d hid in their office it didn’t feel too bad. We actually left campus now, which felt worse. Would I end up in detention again?

Soon, Victor pulled off the interstate and wound his way through streets into downtown. I twisted myself in Silas’s lap, gazing out at the two-story buildings, where the bottom floors were old shops and galleries, and the top floors looked to be offices or apartments. Unfamiliar territory. To me, it was like we left the country. Everything looked different.

At some point, the road turned from pavement to brick. The shops faded away into elite homes. Now it felt like we were on a different planet.

Most of the homes were at least four stories high, only a handful were three. There were brick and stone walls around each yard, and high gates. There were enclosed gardens and what looked like detached garages. While the neighborhood looked nice, it was also very closed off. Why build homes so close together and then put high walls around them? It felt crowded. And with most of the homes being so tall, one could easily stand in their house and see behind their neighbor’s wall, so there wasn’t much real privacy.

“Here it is,” Victor said. He pointed out the passenger side window. “Over there.”

I sat up and ducked my head around Silas to stare out the window. There was a high stone and iron wall around a corner lot, with trees just inside. Between the bars, I could see a large grass yard. There was a gazebo and fancy square-cut bushes and manicured walking paths. I couldn’t see a house. “You mean after this park?” I asked. 

Silas’s laugh rumbled through me. He pointed out the front window. “It’s part of the same. There’s the house.”

Even with him pointing, I was leaning far over him to try to get a view of the whole house. I caught a glimpse of the top two floors over the wall and through the trees.

Victor made another turn, bringing us to a wrought-iron gate, exposing the grandeur of the front of the house. 

The house was ... huge.

Yellow siding was layered between white carved trim. Two curving staircases lead up to a broad front porch. There were second and third-floor balconies above. What struck me most was the enormity of it. Compared to a few of the other neighbors, this one appeared to be double the size.

Silas pointed his finger to a far corner where the wall started up again. “Wait for it.”

Victor drove past the front of the house, around the corner. Further down, there was a break in the wall. Victor pressed a button on his car, and the gate opened up.

He pulled into the drive. There was a second house behind the first one, and it was about as big as my house, with two stories, and a chimney. Two other buildings sat on either side, one looked like a huge garage, the other one almost looked like a smaller house. “You have neighbors that live on the same property? You share the same drive?”

Victor chuckled. He pointed at the two-story house. “That’s a kitchen house.” He pointed to the smaller house. “That’s a carriage house and the other building is the garage.”

I slid back into the middle seat, turning to him. “You have a carriage?”

They both started laughing. 

“No, sweetie,” Victor said. “It might’ve held a few carriages a long time ago. These days they usually renovate them into living quarters.”

“So someone lives there?”

“No one lives there.” He parked just outside of the garage. Victor snapped off his seatbelt and opened the door, stepping out. He held out his hand to me. “Welcome home.”

I sucked in a breath, taking his hand and allowing him to assist me out. It felt weird that he called it home in a tone that said it was mine as well as his. It didn’t seem possible.

The carriage house and the kitchen house were brick, with green double doors in the front and the rest of the house expanding on either side. They looked like a lot of the other homes I’d seen in other neighborhoods. They almost felt out of place next to the bigger estate.

Silas stepped out of the car, collecting our book bags and shoving them over his shoulder. “Should we go through the front door? Give her the tour?”

Victor shook his head. “Not today. George or Jasmine might be home.” He started heading down a pathway that wound around a manicured fern garden on the way to the main house.

“Who are they?” I asked, catching up with him. My eyes darted between the bushes, the tall old oak trees, the back door to the large house, and the wall that blocked us in from the rest of the neighborhood. The gate had swung back into place. What would happen when the others arrived? Did they have a way in?

“My parents,” he said in a casual tone, seeming disinterested in the subject. “If my father’s home, he might be in his study, and going through the front would draw his attention. And if Jasmine is home, we’ll get stuck in one of her tours and never get anything done. I’d rather not deal with that right now.”

I didn’t know if I was ready for that, either. Victor had mentioned his father was mean. I didn’t understand why he referred to them both by their first names. I glanced back at Silas for answers to silent questions. Are we sure we won’t run into them? Should we even be here?

Silas waved me on, encouraging me to follow Victor.

Up the steps, through a rear door, and down a dark, short hallway, Victor led the way to a back staircase. He moved quickly and I barely got a glimpse of wood floors, gaudy gold-framed portraits, and side tables clustered with pottery.

Silas nudged my shoulder briefly to get my attention and pointed up.

The ceilings were intricately carved. There were palm leaves down the middle, and the trim along the corners depicted scenes of fields, dogs running, and of forests and oceans. Some were of old houses and streets similar to the ones we drove on downtown.

My mouth was hanging open, and I stopped following Victor, turning around to gaze up at the details.

“Not now, Princess,” Victor called. He was already halfway up the stairs.

I dashed to catch up.

Three floors up, I nearly bumped into Victor as he stopped short after the stairs. He turned, catching my hand, tugging me along.

Down a hallway to the left, there were matching doors on the left and right side. Victor passed these and headed to the end where the hallway opened up to a room.

The area reminded me of something like a living or entertainment room. There were several wide windows that overlooked the large grass yard. A beige rug covered much of the dark wood floor. A white couch sat against the far wall, wider than I’d ever seen a couch before. There was a round, dark wood dining table to the right, with seven chairs surrounding it, with two more chairs under the window by the wall. Next to the table, against the wall was a small kitchenette, with a mini fridge built into the cabinet, a small sink, and an overhanging wrought-iron rack holding glasses, mugs, and dishes.

To the left was a collection of leather armchairs surrounding an entertainment center cabinet.

The room smelled familiar to me. There was Victor’s berry and moss, which I expected. There were the lingering aromas of spice, vanilla, and cypress, and other things that I knew. There was also the headiness of old furniture, leather and cleaners I wasn’t used to, settling on top of it. But feeling the boys had been there before, and regularly, made the room less intimidating to me. 

“This is where you usually hold meetings,” I said, meaning to make it a question but I pretty much knew the answer.

“Yes,” Victor said, remaining beside me, gazing about the room as I did, as if trying to see the room through my eyes. “This is one of the few rooms I could get renovated for us. It took a while to get the proper permits.”

“Permits?” I asked.

“The Historical Society wants to keep this home in the Stone Age,” Victor said. “I can hardly move a chair or replace the sheets without permission of the committee. I’m probably lucky to get running water up here.”

Silas walked around us, dropping our bags on top of an antique wooden trunk that served as the coffee table in front of the white couch. He dropped onto the couch, sitting back, rubbing his forehead with his palm. “It’s better up here,” he said. “Downstairs you can’t touch anything. I feel like I have to walk around with my hands in my pockets so I don’t break anything.”

I drifted over to the white couch, mostly because Silas sat there and I felt it was okay that I could do so, too. I tried to walk as light as a feather, the desire to explore and touch things brimming to the surface, but too shy to ask right now. 

Silas patted the spot next to him. I slipped down beside him, biting my lip to remind myself to keep my feet on the floor. I was eager to curl up. The third floor held onto the chillier morning air and my skin bristled with goosebumps. “What do we do now?”

“We’ll wait for the others to get here,” Victor said. He wrenched off his blazer, tossing it on top of the collection of our book bags. “I don’t think we’re going back to school today.”

Silas sat up, tugging his blazer off. “I hate this thing,” he said, shoving it on top of Victor’s. He started undoing the red tie. “Why are we still wearing them, anyway? We should just wear street clothes. The kids already know who we are.”

“It isn’t our call,” Victor said. “The school board wanted us to, so we’re doing it.”

Silas grumbled, stripping off the white shirt, leaving a ribbed tank top on underneath. When he was done, he settled into the corner, lifting his arm around the back of the couch. He gazed down at me. “What’s wrong, aggele mou?”

My eyes widened at him. “Nothing.”

“You haven’t moved an inch since we got here.”

Victor grinned. “I think she’s in shock.”

“She did this the first few times at Kota’s house, too, I think,” Silas said. He pressed a hand to my shoulder, massaging. “She was all stiff and sitting properly on the couch. You’re really cute when you’re pretending to be shy.”

“I’m not pretending.” 

Silas and Victor laughed.

“Sweetheart, you’re not shy,” Silas said. “You’re ... I don’t know.” He glanced at Victor. “What’s the word I’m looking for? I know it in Greek.”

“Personally, I’d go with firecracker.” Victor smirked. “Give her a spark, and she’ll light up.”

I made a face. “You mean explode.”

“Don’t pull that face at me. I mean sparkle and shine and dazzle everyone.”

I rolled my eyes, and covered my face with my hands.

Silas poked a broad finger at my cheek. “Maybe it’s coy. Coy is the word I want. You pretend to be shy until you get to know someone. I don’t know why you’re being all shy now though. It’s still us.” 

I shrugged. “Just being in a new place, I guess,” I said. My eyes darted around the room again, eyeballing the seven chairs at the table. The entertainment cabinet on the other side of the room was closed up. There were four leather armchairs surrounding it. “What are the other rooms?”

“One’s just an office. The other’s my bedroom.” Victor’s fire eyes started to spark. “Do you want to see it?”

Silas rubbed a palm across the back of his neck. “Is it a good idea to be showing her bedrooms?”

“Why not?” Victor asked. “I’ve seen hers. She’s been in Nathan’s and Kota’s. Besides, she probably wants to explore. Maybe poke at the piano or something.”

I sat up. “You mean there’s a piano in there?”

“Pretty sure. I do play on occasion. A couple of people think I’m okay at it.”

How did they get a piano up three flights of narrow stairways? I started to get up, wanting to go see the piano and his rooms and maybe get him to play something, but there was shuffling out in the hallway. I fell back into the couch, bumping up against Silas. 

Victor drifted out of the way. 

A girl poked her head from around the corner down the hall. She had a plain face, with brown hair tied behind her head in a bun. Her pants were black, and she wore a thin, light blue blouse and plain black shoes. She looked to be about our age. She spotted Victor first and her face brightened and then she caught my eyes.

Her eyes bugged out in a short flash. She recovered quickly, but it was enough to make me cower into Silas. She made me feel like an intruder. She tried to relax her face but her shoulders stayed hunched like she was on guard.

“Hi,” Victor called to her. “It’s just us.”

“Oh,” the girl said. She leaned over more before starting to walk down the hall. “Is that you, Silas?”

Silas nodded. I felt his fingers drifting across my shoulder, curling against my collarbone. “Yup. And this is Sang.”

She stopped just outside the doorway into the room, as if waiting to be invited. The girl studied me sitting next to Silas and then her shoulders dropped as if relaxing. “Oh.” She glanced at Victor. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine. You may want to inform the guards that Dr. Green should be arriving soon, followed by Mr. Blackbourne. They’ll have the other guys with them.”

She nodded her head. “Should I prepare some lunch?”

“No ... wait,” he turned to gaze at me. “Are you hungry?”

I shook my head, uncertain of who this girl was, but I gathered she must have been some sort of maid. Was that possible? She appeared really young. Shouldn’t she be in school? I was certain, however, that I didn’t want to eat anything prepared by her. I couldn’t pin down why I felt that way and I didn’t know her at all, but I did my best not to cringe under her gaze and recoil into Silas more.

“I wouldn’t mind a little something,” Silas said. He seemed oblivious, as did Victor. Maybe this was just the way she looked normally. Was I overreacting? Perhaps because this was a new place, and I really did feel like an intruder, like I didn’t belong.

The girl bowed her head neatly. “I’ll put something together.” She started to turn and stopped. “Oh, and by the way, your parents mentioned that they may be away this weekend, the night before your concert. They’ll be staying overnight at the penthouse. So you may not see them right before the concert. If you’ll be away, I’m supposed to lighten the security for the evening and let some of them have a night off.”

“We’ll see. I’ll try to let you know. Thanks,” Victor said and turned from her. She started down the hall again. He refocused on me. “Okay, Princess. Let me know if you need something. I’ll go get it if you do.”

The girl stopped shortly down the hallway, and her shoulders hunched again. She didn’t turn around, but I gathered she’d heard what Victor said. She didn’t like that? Did she feel he was doing her job?

She continued and disappeared down the hall. Shortly after, Dr. Green came up the stairs, with Luke and Gabriel behind him. It was only then that I started to relax. I suppose having the others around confirmed this was their spot, and that made it okay for me to be here. 

“Where’s Mr. Blackbourne?” Silas asked. “Are the others on the way?”

“They’re not coming,” Dr. Green said. “It’s just us.”

“What do you mean?” Victor asked. “Someone’s threatening all of us. The procedure is—”

Dr. Green waved two fingers in the air at him to cut him off. “The procedure has to change this time,” he said. “We’ve got one nut job already leaving empty boxes and calling in bomb threats directed at Mr. Blackbourne. Now we’ve got another possible one targeting the rest of us.” He gazed over at Silas and I on the couch. “Let’s get all our information out.”

We all moved to the dining table. Silas sat to my left, Dr. Green to my right. There were six of us, which nearly filled the table, but at the same time, I felt the others missing. I worried about them, and wondered how Kota and North were. Mr. Blackbourne was keeping his promise. He was keeping himself away from me.

Victor dug out my phone, and found a notebook and pen. He dropped the notebook on the table. He tapped at my phone, turning on the voicemail. He skipped the other saved messages, finding the third and latest one I’d gotten. He hit the speaker button and placed my phone on the table.

The beeping on the phone started almost immediately. As it played, Victor started scratching out letters.

With my toes pressed to the floor, I knocked my ankles together. I wanted to curl up on the chair, but I couldn’t forget that we were in Victor’s house. I wondered at the cost of the chair I was sitting in. He probably wouldn’t want my footprints on it. As it was, I felt like I shouldn’t sit back either. I folded my hands in my lap, sitting up straight, waiting.

Gabriel leaned forward on the table, hovering over Victor as he translated. Luke had taken out his own phone, putting it on the table, flipping it around. Silas sat back in his chair, legs stretched out underneath the table. Dr. Green leaned forward, trying to read Victor’s writing upside down.

When the beeping was done, Victor grunted and tossed the notebook around so everyone could read.

––––––––
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She is not your problem. Move along. You all do not want to get hurt.

––––––––
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My heart dropped and my voice was too lost to utter the confused moan that started in the back of my throat. I think part of me believed whatever Victor had heard, that maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe it wasn’t real to me because I didn’t know the message. Forced to face the truth of the mysterious beeping, I felt the creepiness that must have followed Victor all the way from the school. 

Dr. Green repeated the lines under his breath. He blew out a sigh, sat back, and raked his fingers through his hair. “It’s cryptic enough, isn’t it?”

“Is he threatening us or her?” Luke asked. 

Victor crossed his arms over his chest, and shrugged. “I want to say he’s after her. He sent it to her cell phone. He expected her to share it with us. So maybe he meant to send us the message, and scare us enough to back off. That’s why he said ‘you all’. Like warning us not to get in the way if we don’t want to get hurt, too.”

Gabriel shook his head. “If he’s from here, he could mean her or us. Kids here say y’all all the time, meaning you or a group.”

“He had to know better,” Dr. Green said. “There’s a group of us and only one of her. But let’s stop trying to figure out why and what he means for now. She’s here with us, the rest of us are either here or in a location he won’t be able to figure out. Let’s focus on who it could be. We need a starting list.” 

“It’s got to be one of the guys in our history class,” Victor said. “It started right after the teacher broadcasted her phone number.”

“We don’t have proof, but we can start there,” Dr. Green said. He tapped his forefinger on the table. “So our first job right now is to get the roster for that class. We need phone numbers and data records from everyone there. If they shared her number, we’ll find out who they shared it with.”

Luke pointed at my phone. “What about those text messages? Are any of those from this guy?” 

“I haven’t gone through them yet,” Victor said.

“That’s your job now,” Dr. Green said. “Whoever it is probably wasn’t expecting us to jump up and leave school together so quickly. He’s going to be thrown off by that. We have a little time to come up with a plan.”

“Is he smart enough to track the GPS in her phone?” Victor asked. “That’s what we need to know.”

“He may not know how to use a tracking GPS and hack her phone to be able to follow.” Dr. Green rubbed his palm against his forehead. “I doubt he is that clever. He couldn’t figure out her phone number before. He had to wait until it was given to the class. If he was that smart, he probably could have picked up her phone number before now.”

“Are we overreacting?” I asked. I’d been thinking about how my neighbor Derrick once told me how he felt about the Academy cavalry jumping in at every small thing. “I get those notes all the time. Now it’s just phone messages and text messages. They’re not all asking about my bra size or my phone number, are they?”

Gabriel’s eyes flared. “What do you mean someone asked about your bra size? Who did that?”

“We don’t overreact,” Dr. Green said, a gentle smile toying at the corner of his mouth. “We’re just really averse to veiled threats.”

“But those notes aren’t all questions like that, are they?” I asked. “There’s so many.”

Luke shook his head. “We’ll have to check in with North. He reads them. Maybe we’ll find a connection with the text messages and the notes and the weird Morse code thing.”

“I think that’s what bothers me the most,” Victor said. “The guy had to have been thinking of this for a while. It was only what, a half hour since her phone number was passed out before he sent it? So he had to think of a message. He’d want it to be cryptic enough to code it, send it with an unknown number and assume she knew the code or we would to be able to translate it.”

“Right,” Dr. Green said. “No. You did the right thing. If it was someone goofing off, he wouldn’t have worked so hard at this. If he wanted attention from her, he’d send notes and text messages like every other little boy who can’t talk to her face.”

Victor leaned his elbows on the table. “So it is possible it’s one of the guys in class, or someone who got sent her number during the early part of class. That might narrow down the list.”

“Is her phone on now?” Silas’s voice startled me. He’d been so silent before. He stared at my phone on the table.

Victor touched the button to light up the screen. “I haven’t turned it off. Why?”

“Why is it so quiet now?” Silas asked.

We all exchanged glances before looking down at the screen of my phone. Victor punched at the text messages and scrolled through them, but it didn’t appear to be accepting new ones at this point.

“Is it because they’re all in class now?” Luke asked.

Dr. Green chuckled. “Those little monsters won’t put away their phones just for class time. Trust me.”

“Maybe it locked up,” Victor said. “She’s got hundreds from different phone numbers.”

“Is she out of space on her phone?” Gabriel asked. “Delete something.”

“I have to go through the messages.”

“Just delete our texts,” Gabriel said. “We don’t need those right now. See if it’s because the phone’s too full.”

“It shouldn’t be,” Victor said. He scanned through the messages, finding the ones where the boys’ names were listed, and started deleting the conversations. “She’s got the biggest hard drive a cell phone can get. There’s no full storage error icon.”

“We should call North,” Luke said. “We need to get started.”

Dr. Green perked up suddenly. He fished his phone out of his pocket. “That might be them, now.”

Luke and Gabriel twitched similarly, digging in his pocket for their phones.

Silas found his phone. “Are they sending everyone a message? We checked in. They know we’re all here right?” He flicked on his phone.

Victor frowned, finding his phone and checking. “I guess so.”

Dr. Green’s eyes darkened. The others’ faces dropped at the same time.

“What is it?” I asked. “What’s wrong? Is it Mr. Blackbourne?”

Dr. Green swallowed. “I might have been wrong about the capabilities of this kid.”

I knelt in the chair, snagging Silas’s arm. I ducked my head near his to read the message.

Only it wasn’t a message. It was a photo. 

It was me, a picture taken in the same outfit I was wearing now. It looked like it was taken in the hallway, while I was walking between classrooms. Victor was walking beside me. And it had to have been taken today, because I’ve never worn this outfit to school before.

A message had been scrawled over my face as if with a Sharpie marker. Part of the lettering cut through my eyes.

Forget her.

The Dragon Desk and the Backward Clock

I was afraid to move or breathe. The notes I dismissed. The text messages and the cryptic phone call I was concerned with. 

The photograph was way more than I was able to handle, especially after everything else.

Dr. Green ordered everyone to take out their SIM cards, disabling any more cell phone activities and turning off the GPS devices.

I stood stiffly aside as they all repeated what they were going to do and where they were going. 

They were only interrupted once, by the same plain girl that had been there earlier. She slipped in quietly, and placed a tray of finger sandwiches and fruit cups on the table in front of us. Luke thanked her. He and Gabriel and Silas gobbled at the food the moment she put it down, as if used to this. She glanced at Victor once as if waiting for approval. Victor was absorbed with talking to Dr. Green. She narrowed her eyes at me and then left the room without a word.

Luke, Gabriel and Dr. Green decided they were going to get the class directory, and find those students’ phone numbers. Dr. Green had a shift to cover at the hospital. Luke and Gabriel were going to work the diner tonight. There was some argument about their general safety, but the verdict was I was to stay here. They now were sure this new threat was after me. Besides, the diner was pretty busy now, and whoever it was would have a hard time trying to get to them there without revealing himself.

After Dr. Green and the others left, Victor and Silas turned to me.

“Time to work,” Victor said. He held out a hand, palm up. “Want to come along, Princess?”

“She doesn’t want to watch you type at a computer,” Silas said. “I mean, is she even supposed to? Isn’t there Academy stuff in there?”

“She won’t know what’s what,” Victor said. “Besides, it’s not like I leave Academy stuff laying around. There’s the maids and security and my parents here after all.”

“What do you want to do?” Silas asked me. “Want to swim? The pool out there is heated.” 

“To be honest, I don’t know if I want her outside right now,” Victor said. 

“If you’re worried about your parents finding us, we’ll keep quiet.”

“It’s not that.” Victor hooked a couple of fingers into the collar of his shirt, forcing the top button open. “I don’t know if I want her out of sight right now.”

“She’d be with me.”

“I know,” he said. “Not that I don’t trust you. I just ... can we keep her in here? I know there’s a wall and security, but I’m feeling paranoid right now.”

Silas sighed. “You’re probably right. It’s not that high of a wall. I just didn’t want her to be bored.”

“I’m not bored,” I said. It was true. I was way too on edge to be bored.

“I was trying to be nice. I mean I don’t want you to be too stressed,” he said. “You look like you’re about to explode.”

“We can’t really blame her,” Victor said. “It’s been a really crazy day.”

“I’m not going to explode,” I said. I stood taller, trying to swallow back my heart in my throat. “I want to find out what is going on. I don’t want to sit around while everyone else is working. Tell me what to do.”

A spark lit up in Victor’s eyes. “See? This is why she’s with us. Give her a problem and she’s itching to figure it out.”

“Okay, okay,” Silas said. “Shit, I was just suggesting. Let’s find the bastard already and then I can take her swimming.”

Victor tugged me down the hallway toward the twin doorways. He stopped at the one on the left, and opened the door. He stepped in and then off to the side, allowing me access.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, probably more ornate furniture, more carvings in the ceilings and along the walls. 

The walls were wood panel, very plain compared to what I’d seen downstairs. There were wood slat double doors opposite the one we came in, and a regular sized door off to the side, also closed. Along one wall was a bookcase filled with binders and computer manuals. 

There was a long, light wood table that took up one side of the room. The top of it was littered with a collection of computers and other electronics I didn’t recognize. Nearly all were opened, with half of the guts taken out and exposed on the table. There were other, smaller tables against the walls around the room. These were also piled with various computer parts and the shells of laptops and phones. It wasn’t disorganized so much, it was just half-finished projects ready to be pieced together.

One of the smaller tables, in particular, had two cell phones on it with pink cases. I blushed, recognizing my old broken phones. There was also a familiar broken laptop nearby. He kept the ones I’d broken?

On another side of the room was a large dark mahogany desk, facing out. The feet were carved into claws standing on top of orbs. The front depicted a dragon sailing through clouds. The top was bare except for a large black desk mat that took up nearly the entire wide surface, a striking contrast to the messy table opposite it. 

Broken equipment, computer manuals and an empty desk? If Victor was hiding Academy secrets in this room, he was doing a fabulous job of it. I wouldn’t know where to start.

Victor pushed aside the leather wingback rolling chair from behind the clean desk. He hovered over it, opened the left side drawer, and fingered the underside of the opening until there was a click.

The mat on top of the desk shifted. I drifted closer, curious. Part of the mat opened. A security panel keypad appeared. Victor tapped in a series of numbers and pressed the input button. The mat shifted again, opening up in the middle. Two flat computer monitors drifted up on an unseen platform, positioning to a comfortable eye-level. The screens were already illuminated.

“Neener neener, I know your password now,” I said quietly, faking some humor to hide my awe over his desk seeming to be right out of a spy movie.

Victor’s fire eyes blazed, amused. “What is it?”

I flashed numbers at him with my hands, in the sequence he’d used for his password. “I’m pretty sure that’s it,” I said.

Victor beamed. 

“Are we going to get into trouble with her knowing passwords?” Silas asked.

“I trust her,” Victor said absently, directing his attention to the computer screens. A keyboard and mouse had also appeared. He tapped at the keyboard.

“That’s not what I meant. If she knows certain things, other people might want to know what she knows.”

“I’m not going to put her through torture training. Nothing on here is that important.” He stepped back, moving the large chair around. He patted the seat and then curled his fingers at me. “Would you like to sit next to me?”

I nodded, sitting carefully in the chair. “What should I do?”

“Just stay here for now,” he said. He rolled over another one of the shorter office chairs from the long table. He brought it to position in front of the monitors and keyboard. I felt awkward that he gave me his fancy chair and he had to sit in the smaller one. He nudged my chair over, positioning me to his left. “Let me get started and we’ll figure out what to do from there. I’m going to try to track this guy down.”

“What do you want me to do?” Silas asked.

“We need to go through those phone messages,” Victor said. He took my SIM card, but held up my phone to Silas. “Can start with that. Dig through the messages.”

“Do you want me to help?” I asked Silas.

“Not really,” Silas said. He took my cell phone, taking the third chair and rolling it toward the longer desk toward the collection of laptops. He found one that wasn’t smashed, opened it and pushed the button to power it up. “Not that I don’t want you nearby, but I don’t think you want to read these messages.”

I twisted my lips, folding my arms across my chest and sitting back. “Maybe that’s the problem. I haven’t been paying attention. Maybe I should be reading them so I can look out for whoever is doing this instead of trying to ignore everything.”

Silas and Victor shared a silent conversation. Victor let out a short breath. He hooked an arm under my knees, picking up my legs to draw them over his thigh. He slipped his fingers between the strap of my sandals until my shoes fell to the floor. He kicked them out of the way and plopped a hand on my knee, massaging. “Maybe, but not right now. Let Silas do that or he’ll hover over me and tell me to hurry up every five minutes.”

“I don’t do that,” Silas said.

“Yes, you do. You’re worse than North. Or Mr. Blackbourne.”

Silas rolled his eyes, turning away to connect my cell phone to the laptop. “Fine. Let Sang tell you to hurry up.”

“She doesn’t do that,” Victor said. He glanced over and winked at me. “Right?”

“Maybe not today,” I said, glancing off toward the computer manuals on the bookshelf.

Victor turned his focus to the computer. Silas started going through messages. I waited.

I tried following what Victor was doing, but a lot of it was in code, as he was pulling data from the SIM card. The others had various talents, but all I’d known before about Victor was he could play piano, though I’d never heard him play, and that he knew something about computers, which I’d never seen up close like this.

I had no experience of my own to compare  his level of skill against. I admired the speed in which he worked, but he was moving way too fast for me to follow what he was doing. The moment a screen popped up, he’d type something in and it’d disappear as he moved on to another open window. What made my insides flutter was the concentration and that determined look on his face. I hated to think it right now because of the nature of the situation; he was handsome when he was smiling, but his looks were killer when his fire eyes roared into a blaze of concentration like he had now.

Since I couldn’t follow what he was doing, I watched Silas, but with his broad shoulders, he easily obstructed the screen, so I couldn’t peek over his shoulder.

I twitched.

I swung left and right on the chair, using Victor’s leg as leverage. 

I fingered the arm of the chair, feeling the smoothness of the leather. 

There was a faint ticking sound, like that of a clock. I thought it was the hidden computer in the desk Victor was working on. I tried pinpointing it but couldn’t figure out the exact location. It was also irregular, almost irritating.

I folded my legs underneath my body, sitting cross-legged in the chair. 

I fiddled with the handles of the drawers to the dragon desk. 

“Go ahead,” Victor said, not taking his eyes off the screen. “Open them up if you’re curious.”

I didn’t want to pry, but waiting for answers had me craving doing something. I felt so out of place with everyone else working. I simply didn’t know what to do or how to help.

The first drawer was lined with a collection of miniature tools. I imagined it was for breaking into the smaller tablets and cell phones. The tools were mostly silver metal, with ebony handles. I didn’t know what to do with some of the various tools, but the moment I saw the set, I was itching to find another cell phone to take apart. 

The second drawer was shallow, with an organized collection of USB drives and a couple hard drives not taken out of their boxes yet.

The third drawer was much deeper and had a collection of typical desk set doodads. There were pencil cups, business card holders, a holder for sticky notes, letter openers, fountain pens, a couple of pocket-sized day planners and a collection of desk clocks. Some of the clocks were still ticking away at incorrect times.

“I thought I heard something ticking,” I said, picking out a circular black clock that was still running. The hands appeared to be made of silver, and the face had what looked like a diamond at the twelve o’clock position. There weren’t any numbers painted on or even lines to help figure out the exact time. “Why do you hide them in the drawer?”

“Don’t really need them,” Victor said.

“Why do you have them?”

“They were gifts. I place a set on the desk when my parents throw a dinner party and they’re giving a tour of the house. Otherwise, they’re just in the way.”

I fiddled with the black clock, twisting the backside knobs to change the time. I ran my fingernail around the edges. I’d have to wedge one of those fancy tools between the edges to pry open the back. My father often got desk sets as an anniversary gift or as a holiday gift from work. He brought his old sets home. I used to open up the clocks and play with them. We didn’t have a lot of toys growing up, so any new thing that came into the house, I was bound to make use of, or at least break it trying to figure it out. “Are you in love with this one?”

Victor’s eyes unfocused from his computer and his head slid around, tilting. “What?”

I held up the clock. “Do you love it?”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

“If I take it apart, will you be mad?”

He laughed. “Oh. Have at it. You can put it back together again.”

“What if I don’t?”

His eyes blazed with amusement. “I’ll get you to buy me a new one.”

I knew Victor was teasing, but just in case, I wanted a backup plan if I broke it. “It’s like ten dollars or something, isn’t it?” Not that I had ten dollars with me, but I thought I could get Luke to let me work at the diner a little bit.

“Knowing my dad, it’s probably a couple thousand ten dollars.”

My eyes widened and my mouth dropped open. He had a drawer full of them! I gazed down at the desk sets, wondering exactly how much money the drawer contained under the guise of simple desktop knickknacks. What was the pencil cup worth? Or the discarded business card holder? How come they looked like regular desk sets that I’d seen over the years?

Silas boomed with laughter. He plopped a hand on his chest and his broad shoulders shook. “I love her face.”

I placed the clock carefully back on the desk. “So I shouldn’t play with it.”

“Play with it, Sang.” Victor said, turning back to his screen.

“Nu-uh.”

“If you don’t do whatever it was you were going to do with it, I’ll let Silas use it for baseball practice.”

Well, in that case ...

♥♥♥
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I had the pieces of the inside of the clock splayed out on Victor’s desk before he took a break and sat back again, stretching. I hunched over the corner of the desk with the opened clock. I used a pair of tweezers to clutch a magnetic pin, trying to stuff it back the opposite way it had been inserted previously. If I was right, when I put the clock together again, the gears would rotate backward.

Victor watched as I positioned the pin inside where I wanted, having to break part of the interior casing to get it to fit right. He grinned. “You’re breaking it on purpose now.”

“Yup,” I said, partially paying attention as I looked back at the other parts, figuring out which pieces went back inside in reverse order. I picked up one of the larger cogs and inserted it into the clock’s body.

Victor stood up, standing over my arm, looking down on me as I worked. It was distracting. I started second guessing which cog was next.

Victor lowered his nose to the top of my head as he hovered. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Kind of,” I said, finding the piece I was pretty sure I wanted. I slowed myself a little, not wanting to screw up with him watching. 

He let out a slow breath against my hair. “What are you doing?”

“Right now I’m being distracted,” I said softly, teasing. I stilled my hand, turning my head slowly so I didn’t bump him. I had my mouth open, ready to say something else silly, but as I faced him, he hadn’t moved away. He gazed down at my eyes, his nose almost touching mine. He remained there, stationary and looking curious. 

Those fire eyes stole whatever words I thought I wanted to say. My lips moved but only my breath was released.

The computer monitor flashed. Victor dragged his gaze away from me to check it. It gave me breathing room. I leaned over the side of the chair to see what he was reading.

The screen blinked the name of a telephone company and an address. A small image displayed a map of downtown Charleston.

“I was hoping this wasn’t what we were looking at,” Victor said. He eased himself back into his chair.

“What is it?” I near-whispered. 

“Your caller isn’t using a cell phone. He used a pay phone.”

“How did he send that picture to all of you?”

Victor sighed, sitting back. He ruffled his fingers through his hair. “I’ll check, but I’m going to guess he was smart enough not to use a cell phone for that, too.” 

“Can’t we figure out which phone booth he used?”

“I’ve got a guess. It might be the one across the street from the school. There’s a shopping center. If he took off from school, it’d be the closest place to get to and make that call. Unless he got into a car and drove elsewhere.”

I got up on my knees in the chair, leaning over the arm to look closer at the screen. “Can we put cameras there? At that payphone?”

“There’s no telling if he’ll use it again. We can’t put cameras on every pay phone in the city. We might get lucky and the shopping center has one focused on the pay phones. It’ll only be helpful if they’re recording. Too many ifs. It’s a long shot.”

I looked back at Victor. He was sitting back, rolling his head against the back of the chair and sighing. 

“Do we dust for fingerprints now?” I asked.

He swiveled his head back around until he was gazing at me. “Who do we look like? The Hardy Boys?”

Silas chuckled at us without looking up from the laptop screen.

I exhaled, sliding a fingertip across my brow. “Why not try it out? Put cameras on those phones. We’ll go back tomorrow and see if he tries calling again.”

“Princess, you’re not going back to school until we can figure out who it is.”

“But he hasn’t done anything to me,” I said. “And it’d be the quickest way to figure out who he is if we get him on camera.”

Silas grunted. “We’re not using you as bait.”

“Yeah, but it isn’t like Mr. McCoy. This kid’s been avoiding us. The more I think about it, it just seems like some kid who just wants attention. I bet if we just go in and let him use his beeping messages from the pay phone, we could catch him. He may prove to be harmless.”

“We’ll see,” Victor said. He absently tapped at his keyboard.

I frowned, sitting back. Was he even listening? He seemed distracted. Or he’d already dismissed the idea entirely, he just wanted to amuse me.

I sighed, turned back to the clock, suddenly disinterested in piecing it back together.

But Victor went back to typing at the computer, now trying to focus on the picture and where it came from. Silas went back to reading through the text messages.

I went back to my self-invented puzzle.

♥♥♥
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When my clock was finished, I pushed the battery back inside and snapped the back shut. 

“There.” I put the clock down in front of Victor’s keyboard like a kid vying for attention from a parent. “I made it run backward.”

Victor shifted back on his chair, diverted from his typing. He lifted an eyebrow, picked up the clock, watching the second-hand tick counterclockwise. “Huh. Where’d you learn that?”

“I didn’t get a lot of toys when I was growing up. I think there’s an unpacked box filled with broken clocks in the shed at home.”

“I want to see,” Silas said, standing. He stretched, crossing the room to Victor’s desk.

Victor planted the clock on the desk toward him. 

Silas picked it up and scanned the face. His eyes made the same quizzical expression Victor’s did. “When were you going to tell us about this trick? What else can you do?”

“I can help scan text messages.”

“I’m already done,” Silas said. He placed the clock back on the desk. “Unless we turn your phone on and get more coming in, so far it’s all from stupid guys mostly trying to hook up. There were a couple of girls texting in.”

Victor harrumphed. “What do the girls want?”

“They wanted to know which one of us she was dating and asking for our phone numbers.”

My eyes widened. “What?”

Victor laughed. He snatched up my hand and squeezed it. “There you go. Now you aren’t the only one getting harassed.”

“Not jealous, are you?” Silas asked, a smirk teasing his mouth.

“Someone already has your phone numbers,” I said, not ready to admit that I might have been a tad jealous. “If someone sent that picture to all of you, someone has your phone numbers.”

“But we weren’t getting text messages like that,” Victor said. He smacked the keys on his keyboard and sat back. “And this picture was sent from a throwaway email, from a proxy server IP. I’ll need to do a lot more to track it further, and it might be futile anyway. If he went this far, he probably used a school or library computer, or public Wi-Fi with a stolen laptop, or a number of other things. It’ll take a while to track this down and we might not have that much time.”

“Because we can’t skip school forever?” I asked.

“That and Mr. Blackbourne would give me a hard time if we take too long with this. He really hates wasting time.”

I sighed. “Let me go back to school.”

“No, Sang.”

“You had cameras recording Mr. McCoy, right? How did you do that?”

“Tagged his phone. There’s sensors in the cameras so they’ll record when he’s close.”

“But they record the surrounding area, right? Not just focused on him?”

Silas lifted a brow and leaned a bit against the dragon desk. “You want the cameras on you?”

I nodded. “Let’s go back. Please? You guys are around me all the time. Fix the cameras to record around me and we’ll see who is snapping pictures or maybe following us around.”

Victor frowned. “He’s saying he’d hurt us, or you. It was a warning. I don’t want to take you back if he’s got something in mind.”

“But—”

Victor shook his head, grasped the arms of his chair, standing. “We’re not doing it,” he said sharply. “If he’s done all this, he probably already thinks he can get around us to get to you. We’re not prepared for him.”

I stood, squaring off with him. “What’s wrong, Victor? Why can’t we just do it this way? It’d be the fastest. Is it because I’m a girl?”

“Sang—“

I waved my hand in front of myself. “I didn’t want to think so before, but Mr. Blackbourne is right. You guys do treat me like a helpless girl.”

Victor jerked his head back as if I’d struck him.

“Whoa,” Silas said. “Where’d this come from?”

“Would you have hidden out of the way like this if this was about North?” I asked. “Or Gabriel? Or either of you? No, because I’ve seen it. Gabriel got into that fight in school and he was half-provoking those goons just to see what they could do. Now just because it’s me, you don’t want to do it. This would flush the guy out quickly. I get sent in to deal with Mr. Hendricks all the time. Isn’t that the same thing?”

“Gabriel had those clowns right in front of him,” Victor said. “He could see who they were. We’re watching Hendricks when you’re with him. We don’t know who we’re dealing with when it comes to this guy.”

“Because we didn’t know he was doing it. Now we know and we can watch. If you all keep treating me like some delicate ... snowflake ... flower thing, it’ll take longer.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Victor said.

I threw my hands up and scoffed. He wasn’t listening. It seemed like the easiest solution even if it was risky. I turned away from them, heading toward the door. 

“Where are you going?” Victor asked.

“I’m going to go do homework.” I twisted the door handle, opening it and paused, gazing out into the hallway, not wanting to look at either of them. “I’m sorry,” I said, in what I hoped was a softer tone. I didn’t want to be angry at them. I didn’t want to be rude. 

I just couldn’t talk to them right now. 

How We Work

Aggele mou?”

I was sitting on the white couch. I’d barely started on the homework because I’d spent a lot of time fuming, just staring at my notebook or outside at the grounds. There was no reasoning to it, either. I knew, inside, the boys were doing what they thought was best.

I glanced up, spotting Silas in the archway. He had his arms folded across his broad chest, leaning against the doorframe. His muscles bulged around the white tank, and he looked massive, like Greek god perfection with his broad face and the olive tint to his skin.

His dark eyes caught mine. “Are you okay?”

I sighed softly, closing the history book and carefully placing it on the trunk coffee table. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so demanding. I was frustrated.”

“Do you want me to leave you alone?”

“No.” Silas dropped his arms and started forward. He picked up my history book, setting it further aside. He sat on the table, putting his elbows on his knees, leaning toward me. “You know I like it when you talk to me.”

“I like talking to you, too.”

“How long have you felt we’ve been treating you like a helpless girl?”

A finger drifted up, hovering over my lip. “I don’t know. Maybe a little before North and I argued that one time.”

“Do you still think we don’t take you seriously?” Silas’s big brown eyes traced over my face, curious and apologetic. “We don’t mean to. I don’t mean to.”

“I don’t mean to say it like that,” I said. 

Silas pursed his lips. He bent over, hoisting my feet up from the floor. He placed them in his lap. His big hands smoothed over the tops of my feet. His warming fingers soothing. “Tell me what I’ve done wrong.”

His words struck me. How personally did he take this? “Silas, it isn’t your fault.”

“We’re doing stuff that bothers you. We can’t change if you don’t tell us.”

“It’s not wrong,” I said softly, trying to figure out the right words. “You mean well, and I understand it. It’s why I haven’t said anything. Sometimes I just don’t understand why.”

He traced his thumb over my toes. He broke his gaze to focus on them. “But you don’t like some of the things we do.”

I sighed, trying to remember how Mr. Blackbourne put it. “I know you all are looking out for me, but I can do more if you let me.”

“What would you like to do? Did you really want to check those text messages with me?” he asked. “I’m sorry. I would have let you if you really wanted. I didn’t think you’d want to read all of the bullshit.”

I leaned over, dropping a palm over his hands. He stopped rubbing my feet and gazed up at me. Apologies glistened in his eyes.

“It’s not what you’re doing,” I said, trying to find something to stop him. His sad eyes were breaking my heart. “It’s that you guys are constantly moving forward, rushing to the rescue, covering shifts at the diner when someone’s out. You’re up and gone whenever anyone calls.”

Silas’s eyebrow rose. “You do it with us.”

“I tag along,. Or I feel like I do. I’m here, but I’m standing back and watching the rest of you work and make decisions around me. I don’t do anything. I’m just there. And sometimes I’ll say things and no one pays attention.”

“We listen to you,” Silas said. “I’m trying to listen.”

I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. I felt like I was saying it all wrong. And the truth was, I didn’t know what I really wanted from them. I knew they heard me. Did I really expect them to agree with everything I said? They’d been dealing with this type of thing longer than I have. I felt foolish for being angry earlier. “I know. I want to figure this out like you guys do. I thought maybe if we lured the guy out, we’d solve this faster.”

He cupped his hands around my toes, warming them. “You think a lot like Victor does, you know.”

“I do?”

“He’s usually the first one to suggest we lure someone out by provoking. He even offers to be bait, if he thinks it means he’ll get home sooner. Problems drive him crazy. And I know this guy is driving him crazy. He doesn’t like not knowing who we’re dealing with and how he’s operating.”

“I don’t like it, either.”

He focused on my toes again. “So you have to imagine there’s a pretty big reason why he’s not the first one to jump on an opportunity to bait the guy and lure him out.”

I glanced away from him. “Because I’d be the bait instead of him?”

“Maybe it is a little bit of that,” Silas said. “Or maybe it’s because he hates the thought of putting you at risk when we don’t know what the risk is.”

“You can’t always predict what will happen all the time,” I said.

“But we can take educated guesses. We can size up the problem pretty quickly when we have more details. Sometimes we’re surprised.” He clasped my foot a little tighter. “Like with McCoy. What he did to you; we should’ve never let that happen.”

“You couldn’t help it. That wasn’t your fault.”

“We’re not always ready for how other people will behave, but when we’re willing to take that risk, we want to at least know who we’re dealing with. With McCoy, we knew most of the time where he’d be. You knew his face and could text us or call if he was close by. You knew not to trust him and to try to fight him off if it came to that.” He slid his thumb across the top of my foot. “We don’t know anything about this new guy. You don’t know his face. We don’t know what he’s capable of; he might just be some kid trying to scare us or get attention, or he might be some asshole with a gun in his back pocket.”

I opened my lips, wanting to say it would be fine, but I closed my mouth again. Maybe I was wrong. I understood they knew what they were doing. I trusted them, of course. Maybe I was too eager to prove myself. Would jumping in head first be the right thing to do? “I want to help,” I said softly.

“Me, too,” he said. He glanced up. “We all do. But we aren’t getting you within firing range of a stalker. Mr. Blackbourne wouldn’t want Victor, or me, or any of us, within range if we don’t know what we’re dealing with. It’s why we all left.”

“We can’t skip school forever,” I said. “I can’t.”

“It won’t be forever.” Silas finally broke a smile. “Some of these guys are pretty good at what they do. I bet Victor’s in there right now, typing louder on his keyboard, trying to figure out what to do next.”

“Can I help?”

“Only if I get to call you delicate snowflake flower thing from now on.”

“I think I like aggele mou better.”

His eyes brightened. He dipped his forehead close, touching mine. “You are aggele mou.”

Mrs. Morgan

––––––––
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Victor had rolled his chair over to the long table Silas had been working at. He was hunched over the laptop, scrolling through text messages. The computer monitors were gone, back into the dragon desk, the black mat deceptively concealing. The reversed clock I’d hacked remained on the desk, dead center.

I entered the room quietly, closing the door behind me. “I thought Silas already went through all of them,” I said softly.

He jerked back, turning his head around. He sat back in his chair facing me. “I was curious.”

“About what?” I crossed the room, sitting in Silas’s chair. 

Those fire eyes followed my every movement, as if trying to figure out my mood. “I guess I was wondering what other guys were trying to talk to you about. North always gets those notes.”

I glanced at the computer screen. It was tilted, a glare from the light above our heads concealing it from my view. “Anything interesting?”

“Not really.”

I bit my lip, pretending to study the screen anyway. I rubbed absentmindedly at a spot on my elbow. After talking with Silas, I didn’t know where to start. “I’m sorry about earlier.” That sounded good. 

“Why are you sorry?”

The question caused me to glance back at him. I thought at first he maybe didn’t want to talk. His fire eyes flickered to life, curious. “I know you and the others are looking out for me. I didn’t mean to bicker.”

“You don’t have to be sorry for telling me what you want.” Victor leaned forward, his eyes intent on my face. “I won’t tell you no unless there’s a good reason.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s just I was feeling a little ...”

“Too crowded?” he asked. “That we’re being overprotective?”

I nodded.

His smile softened. He stood, letting the chair roll away. He held out a hand, palm up. “Come with me.”

I bit back the urge to ask him where. I slipped my hand into his, standing.

He guided me to the double doors on the other end of the room. He opened one and stepped back.

Behind the doors was the third-floor balcony I’d seen earlier from the outside. I blinked at the onslaught of natural light. I stepped out, feeling the cool patio floor on my bare feet. 

The balcony overlooked part of the grounds, but mostly I was looking out at the other homes along the street. Most of them were beautiful, with pale white, pink or green painted siding and exquisite gardens and architecture. Still, the homes were very close to one another, and I thought perhaps there were people who could see us, too. That alone made it seemed crowded. There was an awkward sense of wanting to enjoy the balcony and the view, but also of being watched. I felt my cheeks warming, wondering if someone was looking out their window now, wondering who the girl on the balcony was.

Victor stepped up next to me, planting his palms on the balcony rail and leaned on it. “What do you think?”

“It’s a nice neighborhood.”

He chuckled. “You don’t like the house.”

“I haven’t seen all of it yet, but I like the inside just fine.”

“But you don’t like where it’s at.”

I wanted to say it was fine, but I had the feeling he was testing me. “I think I’m used to living with more space. This feels ... crowded. I feel like people are watching us.”

“Which is why my parents bought it.” His fire lit up. “And the reason why I hate it.”

My eyebrows hunched. “You’re on stage all the time, aren’t you?”

“Not because I want to be.” He crossed his arms over his chest and spun away from the view to lean back against the rail, turning to me. “I don’t remember how long I’ve been playing piano. I think I’ve always been able to. What I do remember was the first time I stepped on stage, and my father ordering me to play. When I clammed up in front of everyone, he screamed at me.”

I tilted my head at him, no longer interested in the third-floor view. His eyes were more interesting. “How old were you?”

“Six.”

My heart paused and my breath stilled in surprise. “Silas said you were the ... prodigy?”

Victor rolled his eyes. “Maybe when I was little. They like to tell you that when you’re eight and playing Mozart. They think it’s cute. I barely tolerate playing now.”

“It isn’t fun?” I asked.

“I hate performing in front of a crowd of people who aren’t even listening.” He dropped a palm on his neck, rubbing, staring back into the house. “The concerts are attended by people who want an excuse to get dressed up and get other people to gawk at them. And when I’m not playing, I’m expected to attend parties and participate in charity events and submit to interviews.”

“And you don’t like it.”

He shook his head, pursing his lips.

“Because you don’t like the attention.”

“There’s only a few people in this world I give a damn about what they think of me.” His eyes met mine, and the fire engulfed me. “You’re one.”

My cheeks radiated. “Can’t you quit? If you don’t like it, can’t you tell them you don’t want to do it anymore?”

“The Academy wants me to quit. They encourage giving it up if I’m not happy. We don’t always get to do what we want, but the Academy is built to work on your strengths and your passion. You don’t make it far if you don’t at least enjoy some of what you’re doing.” He shook his head. “But I’m willing to stay with it for now. My position makes me more useful. I endure it.”

I traced a fingertip along the rail’s edge. “But you like what you do for the Academy?”

“I love it.” His hand sought out my chin, tilting my face toward his. “I get to do things that matter, with people I care about. I used to hate playing piano a lot more. Now when I do, even though I don’t like it, knowing that some of what I do helps us, it makes a difference.”

“If it’s what you want.”

His eyes blazed. “I want to know what you want, too, even if I disagree. You don’t tell enough people what you’re thinking.”

“I try.”

“I know.” He swept his fingers across my cheek. “You don’t have to be afraid to tell me. I meant what I told you before. I’d do anything ... I’d give everything to get you to let me in.”

“Victor?” I sensed the conversation turning to something a little more personal than Academy and other matters.

“I’m not always the most patient person,” he said softly. His gaze slid from my eyes to my cheek, and down to my lips. “And with you, I can’t hold it together at all. I see those green eyes of yours and I want to know everything you’re thinking. You’re the puzzle I can’t figure out.”

I had nothing to say in reply. With the way he was looking at my mouth, I was afraid to say anything at all. 

“What do you want, Princess?” Victor asked. He lowered his head, his eyes drifting up to meet mine. The fire blazed in his eyes. “Please...” he breathed, begging with such sincerity. 

My heart was dying to respond to him with something, only there wasn’t anything I could think of. It was his eyes that seemed to steal my voice. I was desperate to answer him. I wanted to. 

He pressed his fingers to my cheeks, and slid his thumb across, until it traced the corner of my mouth. “Let’s start with your birthday. Name something. Anything.”

His thumb near my lips sent waves through my body. It numbed my mind. It wasn’t unpleasant at all, but my mind didn’t want to focus. I forced out the truth. “I don’t want a ... thing.”

The thumb paused and an eyebrow arched. “I need to get you something.”

“Can’t we just do something? Together?”

The thumb started again, tracing over half of my lower lip. “You mean a date?”

“Y...yeah,” I said, and suddenly I did know what I wanted. I wanted it all the time from them, I just didn’t know how to say it until now. “It doesn’t have to be a physical gift, right? I mean, I want you to show me things you love to do.”

“But this birthday is about you.”

“But I don’t know what I like,” I said, feeling sure about this. “I mean, I’ve been kind of limited for a while. I think I might like to try everything, and I don’t know where to start. Maybe you can show me what you like. Maybe I’ll like it, too.”

“You might not like it.”

“Maybe I’ll like it and maybe I won’t, but I’ll find out. We spend time together, but we’re always busy and working and hiding and running away. Let’s do things that aren’t trying to save someone.”

Victor dropped his thumb from my lips. He smiled, closed his eyes, tilting his head away. “I offer anything you want, and the only thing you can think of is you want to spend time with me, doing what I want.”

“Please?”

He turned back to me. The fire in his eyes unleashed into an inferno that could have swallowed me where I stood. His thumb returned to my mouth, this time touching both lips and at dead center, as if encouraging me to kiss his finger. “All you have to do is ask.” He tucked his head toward mine. 

My heart raced. I’d seen this same look on Kota and North and some of the others. My instincts had told me before they had wanted to kiss me and I’d been wrong. I felt that same instinct again, more powerful than before. 

His eyes half closed as he hovered over me. “I’d do anything for you, Princess.”

“Victor?” A woman’s voice called from within the office.

I jerked back from him, startled by the unfamiliar voice. Victor’s eyes widened with shock. He released me, swiveled around and stood protectively in front of me, blocking my view of whoever it was.

“What are you doing in here?” he called to her, his voice sharper than I’d heard it before. It was enough to make me flinch again.

“Don’t be so suspicious. I saw your car and you didn’t come to see me, so I came to check on you.” The voice was raspy, with an attempt at a dainty Southern accent, although it sounded forced. “Will you please show some manners and introduce me to your friend? We haven’t been properly introduced.”

Victor sighed loudly, as if breathing in the patience to deal with this. He stepped aside, revealing me behind him. “Mother, this is Sang Sorenson.”

With being out on the balcony, the natural sunlight made looking back into Victor’s office seem dark and foreboding. Even from my position, Victor’s mother was absolutely gorgeous. She had dark hair, twisted high on her head in a fashionable style that I’d seen in Gabriel’s magazines. Her lips were thick, and she held them in a seemingly constant pucker, revealing just a hint of her white teeth, as if ready for a photograph at any moment. 

It was her eyes that struck me. Like Victor’s, they were fierce with a fire lit from within. 

“Sorenson?” she asked, lifting a dark eyebrow. She crossed the room, her chunky high heels barely making a sound and she floated gracefully toward us. She held out a hand in offering. “I’m Mrs. Morgan. Are you and your parents new to town?”

I flicked a glance to Victor, who looked perturbed. I wasn’t sure how to respond. “My family and I moved in during the summer.” I offered my hand.

She squeezed it briefly, but sharply enough that it would have hurt if she’d done it a second longer. “Mr. Sanders usually keeps me informed when a Charleston house sells. Is your family the one renovating the home across the street? Or are you off the peninsula?”

“She doesn’t live in Charleston, Mother,” Victor said. He moved again, shifting so he was half blocking me this time. “You’ve been introduced. I’d invite you to stay, but we’re really busy.”

“Don’t be so impolite, Victor. I’ve taught you better than that.” She turned her attention back to me. “Are you attending the Academy?”

“She does not,” Victor said.

My eyes drifted between Victor and his mother, feeling the strange intensity between them. Their eyes challenged each other, hers with unspoken questions, his with demanding for her to leave. What was wrong with Victor? Was he unhappy I’d met her? Was he ashamed of me? 

“How did you meet her? What do you know about her?”

“We just met,” Victor said. “I’m giving her a ride. I wanted to show her the view before we left.”

“Why don’t you invite her downstairs? You haven’t given her the tour.”

“I’m sorry. We’re very busy. We’ve got plans.”

“Oh,” she said. The question was in her eyes before she spoke. “So you are dating.”

“No. We just met. It’s a ... project for school. She doesn't attend but she’s helping me.”

I clamped my lips shut, shrinking behind Victor’s shoulder. Suddenly, I was ashamed to be standing there. Was this the same Victor who I’d felt was about to kiss me? Had I been wrong? It was like he wanted to shrug me off as an acquaintance to be forgotten.

“There’s no need to be so brisk,” Mrs. Morgan said. “You should invite her to dinner. I see Silas is here. Would he like to join us? Have you told anyone?”

My heart thundered. Told who? His father? Who else would care to know?

“I’d rather keep her out of circles, if you don’t mind.”

Alarm lit her eyes to a roar. “Why?” she asked with a tone suggesting she knew the answer, but was afraid to utter it.

“I’d rather not deliver a media kit to the press when she’ll only be here once or twice.”

“If you don’t, it rings of scandal.” She frowned. “Why don’t you let me talk to the publicist for you?”

“Please, don’t.”

His mother tilted her head, turning partially away. “Well, if it isn’t that serious, I guess I shouldn’t worry about it.”

Victor grunted under his breath. “I’ll give her the tour another day,” he said, sounding as if he wanted to give his mother something to satisfy her for now, since he didn’t want the publicist to talk to me. “Just not right now. We’ve got other things to do.”

“Oh, yes,” she said. She turned away, her eyes falling on the single clock on top of the desk. Her head tilted toward it, as if at first she wasn’t able to figure out what was wrong. “Victor? Did your clock break?” She picked it up, checking the face.

“It’s fine,” Victor said. 

“I can have it fixed,” she said. She shook the clock. “I’ll call Muriel.”

“No,” Victor said sharply. He crossed the room, plucking the desk clock from her hands. “It’s fine how it is. I like it this way.”

“But it’s going backwards.”

“I want to keep it this way, Mother.” His hands cupped the clock as he held it against his chest. “I’m sorry. We are busy.”

She drifted to the door, opening it. “Of course. You were discussing her birthday.”

Apprehension seized through me. How long had she been listening?

“It was lovely to meet you, Miss Sorenson.”

I stepped beside Victor, peeling my lips apart to find my voice, soft and almost squeak free. “Thank you. It was nice to meet you, too, Mrs. Morgan.” I bowed my head slightly. I wasn’t sure what else to say. Should I compliment her clothes? Should I offer to talk to her publicist? If that’s all she wanted, I didn’t mind. It was Victor’s mother. He’d said his father told him horrible things, but I hadn’t heard anything about his mother. I wasn’t sure what to do.

Mrs. Morgan swept her eyes to her son, a sharp flame, before closing the door behind herself.

Victor let out a long breath, finding my hand and squeezing. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“About what?” I whispered. My mind had blanked out. I kept trying to recall the last few minutes and figure out at what possible time she could have walked into the office and listened to us talking.

Victor turned his eyes on me. “I didn’t mean to make you sound unimportant. I’d rather her not know about how close we are yet.”

How close? Exactly how close were we? “Why not?” The wrong question slipped out first and I was stuck with it.

“I have to share you with the guys,” he said. “I don’t want to share you with the world.”

New Plans

––––––––

[image: ]


We joined Silas in the entertainment room. He was in one of the leather armchairs, watching a baseball game on the screen. He sat up in expectation as we entered.

“Are we friends now?” he asked. “Can we play again?”

“Yes, you big oaf,” Victor said. He nudged me ahead of him, directing me to sit in one of the chairs next to Silas and then took the one on the other side of me. “Now turn the game off. We’ve got work to do.”

“What are we doing?” Silas asked. He fished the remote from his lap and clicked the television off. 

“I don’t know yet,” Victor said. He sat back in the chair. “But we can’t go back until we’ve got a lead on who it is.”

Silas huffed. “Are we sure it isn’t Greg?”

Victor frowned. “I doubt it. He’s not that smart.”

“I think we should turn the phones back on again,” I said.

Silas arched a thick, dark eyebrow. “What?”

“Well,” I said, unsure of how to ask this. They’d rejected my other idea. It made me nervous to suggest something else. “Maybe we can’t lure him out by walking around school, but we might be able to get more of those messages. Then we can possibly learn more about what he wants and what’s going on if we just see what he sends. And if we can reply back somehow and provoke him, maybe it’ll reveal more about who he is if he responds. Or he’ll slip up or something.”

Victor and Silas stared at me, mouths hanging open. They turned to look at each other. Since they had to do it over my head, I started twisting my head back and forth to try to catch their speechless communication.

“She’s got a point,” Silas said. “We turned it off because of the GPS. Can we turn those off but leave the reception signal?”

“No. The phone company will shut it off if they can’t tell where the phone signals are coming from. I think it prevents phone fraud.” Victor smoothed his fingers through his hair. “But we could change course. I could make it look like she’s at her house. Or at school. That way if he has the ability to track it, she wouldn’t be there if he goes to find her.”

“How do we get him to respond back?” I asked. 

“I could reply to that email.” Victor tapped his chair, twisting his lips as he thought. He stood up, starting to pace. “We need something to draw him out somewhere we can control.” He raked through his wavy hair, turned around and started to jog down the hallway.

I bounced up, following after him, excited to see him enthusiastic again. Did I do good?

Victor was in his office, collecting our phones and a laptop. He went to the closet door, opening it. It was dark inside so I couldn’t see much from where I was, but he only leaned in a moment, dragging out a satchel. He closed the door again, shut the doors to the balcony, and scanned the room before he dropped the phones and the laptop into the bag. 

“What are we doing?”

“We’re going out,” he said. He fished into his pocket for keys. 

Victor, Talented

––––––––
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Victor swung the BMW into the parking lot at a McDonald’s. 

“Dinner time?” Silas asked. He sat in the back this time, giving me the passenger seat to myself. 

Victor’s eyebrow arched. “You’re hungry?”

“I thought you were and that’s why you stopped. But I could eat.”

“No, I’m here for the Wi-Fi.” Victor parked the car. He leaned over to pick up the satchel he’d brought. “What I’m doing might not be legal.”

“It’s your phone,” Silas said. “I’m pretty sure you can break your own phone.”

“Not sure if they want people knowing about how to do it.”

Silas grunted, folding his arms across his chest and sitting back. “Should I take her somewhere else for this? Should I take her inside for something? If you’re that worried—”

“I’m more worried about the cameras inside,” Victor started up his laptop, and took out my phone, opening the back. 

I kicked my sandals off, putting my bare feet up and drawing my knees into my chest. “Do we not like cameras?” I asked quietly. 

“I don’t want any witnesses to where you are right now.”

Silas chuckled. “Yeah. I see what she means when she says we’re overprotective.”

Victor shot him a look through the rearview mirror. “I don’t want us trying to prove she’s at her house, and someone inside just happens to go to our school and informs the guy we’re here instead. I don’t want any chance of him figuring out we’ve gotten ahead of him if we can trick him this way.” He grunted. “Or fine. I’m paranoid. We’re only going to be here for a minute. Will you guys just chill out?”

Silas held up his hands. “I’m kidding, Vic.”

Victor focused on the laptop. I leaned against the door, watching cars drive through, and the people inside eating and moving around. It reminded me of when my father would sometimes have to drive us somewhere, and we’d see all these people doing normal things and still feel like an outsider. Here I was with Academy guys, on what should be a normal evening. Instead, we were doing possibly illegal hacking to track down a stalker who may try to hurt us. I’d gone from being simply awkward to being completely weird. Like I’d traveled a long way, only to feel like I was stuck in the same place.

“Okay,” Victor said. “Let’s turn this on and see if we get anything.”

Silas sat up, leaning over the center console. I stayed where I was, kind of afraid to see, afraid to jinx the plan.

Victor pressed the phone’s button. The screen illuminated, started up.

Nothing.

“Is it getting a signal?” Silas asked.

Victor tapped the top of the screen. “It should be.”

“Is hooking it up to your laptop messing it up?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Should I turn my phone on and try to send her a message?”

Victor huffed. “We can’t turn on your phone now unless you want to give away your location.”

“So?”

“So we’re not supposed to be letting this guy know where any of us are. I’d have to rig your phone, too, and I can only do one at a time.”

“What if I’m not in one location?” Silas asked.

Victor focused on him. “What?”

“What if I walked around downtown? Or drove? The signal would go out but I wouldn’t be in one location. I mean he could track it, but he can’t keep up if I’m driving at random.”

Victor stared quietly, as if contemplating this strategy. He snapped his laptop shut. “Silas, I love you.”

♥♥♥
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Victor had us drop him off at the college a couple of miles away. He waved us off after we both offered to go with him. 

“Drive around town,” he said. “I’ll be okay here. No one’s going to notice a guy with a laptop walking around on campus.”

Silas took over driving the BMW. The city soon disappeared behind us. Silas weaved his way through small boroughs until he found the nearly abandoned highway he wanted. After a few miles, there was nothing around us except for trees and the occasional farm to break up the monotony.

“So how do you know about this road?” I asked.

“I go out driving by myself a lot,” he said. His eyes zeroed in on the road, and his face took on an almost eerie green glow from the dashboard gadgets around him.

“Without any reason?”

“Sometimes,” he said. He stole a quick glance at me. “Sometimes on purpose.”

“You like driving?”

“I like getting away. Thinking.”

“You have to drive far away to think?”

“Or fly,” he said. “I go back to Greece every once in a while.”

“Does Greece help you think?”

His smile lost some spark. “Going to Greece helps me remember who I am.”

I blushed. “Because it’s home. Do you have relatives there?”

“A few.”

I thought of something I’d once asked him. So much had happened since, I’d forgotten about that day on the roof when he had called me and I was too scared to answer the phone in hearing range of my mother. Now thinking about it, it felt like a lifetime ago. “Do you miss it now?”

He gazed at me again, as if wondering my meaning. A spark lit up his eyes when it sunk in. His grin returned. “I’ll only go back right now if you come with me. I wouldn’t leave if you’re in a mess.”

I giggled shortly, unsure of if he meant it. “I don’t know if we should run away from this guy. Tempting.”

“I don’t really like running away from problems like this, either,” he said. “But sometimes I like to take a step back and think.”

I wanted to say something encouraging, but I couldn’t think of anything to say quickly enough and soon was lost in staring out the window. 

“Here,” he said. He fished out his cell phone, passing it to me. “Find your number and send a text message to yourself.”

I pressed the button. The screen illuminated, flashing a logo before starting up. “What should I write?” I asked. 

“Make it sound natural. Like I’m talking to you. Just in case.”

My lips twisted as I tried to think up something Silas would text to me.

Silas: Aggele mo, are you busy?

I showed Silas the message before sending it out. 

“There’s a u at the end of mou,” Silas said.

I hadn’t known, and I supposed couldn’t have guessed, since he always said it and never really wrote it down. “You’ll have to teach me proper Greek,” I said. I fixed the message and sent it on to my phone as a test for Victor.

“Any time you want. You’re going to learn Japanese and Greek?”

“Why not? Can you teach me? How do I say hello in Greek?”

Silas grinned. “Yup. You belong with us. You sound like a real Academy girl.”

My heart warmed. “Academy people learn different languages?”

“Academy members never turn down a challenge they really want to work on. You didn’t say it’d be too difficult or you’d learn someday. An Academy member steps up and says let’s go. You’ve got that natural drive for self-improvement. It’s a big deal.” He slid a glance at me. “Not to mention attractive.”

I was grateful for the dimness in the car, and hoped he couldn’t see me as I was sure I was blushing. I fingered the screen of his phone. “I think I might like to join the Academy, if I can.”

“You could do that.” 

I tilted my head at him, confused by the way he worded it. “Kota doesn’t want me to,” I said carefully. 

“I know.” He stared off out at the road ahead of us, twisting the wheel to take a slight turn.

“What do you think?”

He pressed his lips together. He was quiet for such a long time that I wondered if he was going to answer. “I don’t want to make that choice for you.”

“What do you mean?”

“If you join, I want you to join our group. And if you join our group, we do pretty intensive jobs. We do stuff some of the rest of the Academy can’t do.”

“What do you mean?”

“We all have our talents,” he said. His hands twisted at the wheel. “Our group is pretty unique, even for Academy standards. But if you work with us, it means putting you in danger. If something happened to you, I’d feel responsible.”

“It wouldn’t be your fault. I get to choose to join the Academy or not, right?”

“But you’re already asking my opinion,” he said. “It would be hard enough to stand aside and let you, because I know what could happen if you did.”

“Nothing dangerous could happen, though, right?”

“Something dangerous is already happening, aggele mou,” he said. “I feel bad enough that I want you with me ... with us. It’s not just this guy we’re trying to track now. You’re on the outside and you’re still closer than a lot of people. Our own families don’t know half of the stuff we do and go through. You’re seeing it right in front of you.”

“I don’t know what you’re doing when you do Academy things, though. You guys disappear.”

“It’s to protect you, Sang.” His eyes slid back to mine, the dark pools catching a glint in the glow from the dash. “I want you safe. I know the others do, too. I want you nearby because I think I can keep you that way, but if I’m wrong, I don’t know what I would do. You joining the Academy would allow me to protect you more, but being on the inside means there’ll be more to protect you from. So I don’t know what to tell you and I don’t want to make that decision for you.”

I picked my feet up off the floor, curling up in the seat. “What if I join and I’m protecting you?” 

Silas chuckled. “Protect me from what?”

I knew what he was asking. I had no idea what I could do to help. His point brought up things I’d been wondering about. If I were to join the Academy, what purpose would I serve? I didn’t know my place with them yet. Where could I belong with the Academy? Why would they want someone like me?

I shrugged. “From whatever hurts you.” 

His smile softened. He let go of the wheel, driving with one hand. His free hand found mine in my lap. He held it with his on top of the middle console. Our fingers intertwined. “Spoken like a true Academy girl.”

Silas had held my hand before, during school and after. I’d gotten a little used to it. Now, in the near dark, isolated on a quiet road, I felt the fluttering in my stomach as though it were the first time he’d touched me. The feeling was different, though. Significantly warmer. His large hand enveloped mine. 

It also left me feeling unsure. I was trying to trust them. I wanted to let go and assume they knew what they were doing. I also felt an incredible weight of guilt. Not that I really considered any of us to be boyfriend and girlfriend. To me, we were friends, until they told me otherwise. Maybe we went out on dates. Maybe they held my hand. In a secret corner of my heart, I wanted to believe that maybe it meant something with one of them. Still, when Victor said we were close, when North kissed my fingers, or when Kota nuzzled me with his nose or Nathan bit my fingers, I had the sinking feeling I was letting them go too far. I wondered when that line would be crossed; when they’d be jealous, and I hadn’t known to stop. 

And I didn’t want to think of the answer, because my only solution right now was to simply choose one and get it over with. But what if it didn’t work out? Would we resent being around each other? I knew the answer to that. If one of them did end up in a bad fight with me that caused a rift, I knew the others would turn on me, too. I was the new one. They were friends and had been since they were young. Their loyalties were far deeper.

So my only solution was to wait. Only, the longer I waited, the harder it was becoming to keep my feelings in check. We’re just friends was my mantra, and it felt heavy, like the darkest lie I never wanted to shine the light on. I would lock it away to protect us all.

But I couldn’t help but enjoy his touch. I wanted it to last.

“You should try a text message again,” he said, reeling me in from my deep thoughts. “Just in case the first one didn’t go through. I don’t like that he’s not answering.”

“He wouldn’t be in trouble, right?”

Silas chuckled. He squeezed my hand a little. “Probably not. He’s a familiar face on that campus. He attends a few lectures with Kota on occasion. If he’s in trouble, he knows where to go.”

I thought about pulling my hand away, but I didn’t want to release him. I used my free hand to hold the phone. I typed a message in with my thumb.

Silas: Are you there?

I had Silas approve the message before sending. 

I dropped the phone into my lap again but then it started buzzing. I picked it up, illuminating the screen.

Sang: Yes. Silas?

I blinked at the message. Should I tell him who’s texting? 

“What’s wrong?” Silas asked. I showed him the phone. His eyebrows shot up. “He knows you’re with me so he’s checking which one has the phone since you sent something that sounded like me for you. Tell him I’m driving but you’re texting but don’t tell him who you are.”

Silas: He’s driving. I just wanted to make it sound like I was him.

Sang: I was going to get after him for texting and driving. This is Sang, right? You didn’t pick anyone else up, did you?

I showed Silas the message and he nodded. “I guess it’s okay to be yourself. He needs to make sure you are who you say you are, too.”

Silas: It’s Sang. So messages are coming through?

There was a longer wait this time but a reply returned.

Sang: Yes. Where are you going?

Silas: There’s a road going outside of Charleston. I’m not exactly sure the name.

Sang: You’re okay?

Silas: Yes.

Sang: Will you stop and wait for me?

Silas: You mean stop the car?

Sang: Yes. I’m coming to you. Wait there. Leave the phone on. I’ll find you.

Why would he have us drive out this far and then tell us to stop? He was warning us not to stay still before. How was he going to get to us? Where would he get another car? “Silas?” I picked up the phone to show him the screen. “He wants us to stop.”

His head tilted, glancing at what Victor had written. “He’s probably got some crazy computer phone hacking plan.”

Silas didn’t seem surprised that Victor could get to us without a car. Did Victor have another one? How would he get to it when his house was a few miles away from the university where we’d dropped him off? I wanted to ask, but Silas didn’t seem to question it, so I assumed I shouldn’t either.

It was another half mile before there was the start of a farm road. Silas pulled into it, turned the car around until it was parked on the grass off the side of the road, underneath a large live oak tree. 

Silas cut the engine. The night chill started to seep in. In front of us was the road we’d come from, nothing around us but farm fields. We had a clear view of the oncoming road. If Victor drove by, he could see us.

Silas sat back, unbuckling his seat belt and heaving a sigh. “Good thing we’re not going to school tomorrow.”

“You’ll miss football practice.”

“Not really worried about my football career right now. Or ever.” He held a hand out, palm up toward me. I dropped my hand into his again and he curled his fingers around my palm. “Victor was telling me what you said you wanted for your birthday.”

With the dashboard lights out, now it was just a half moon glowing into the car. I stared at his shape, his eyes were just outlines to me now in the dark. “You mean like a birthday card?” I asked, just to be amusing because that was one of the things I’d asked them for.

“That you just wanted to go out.”

I nodded. “I really can’t think of anything I want that’s a thing to buy. I’d rather just hang out. Let’s do something you like to do.”

He squeezed my hand softly once. “I’d take you to a baseball game like I promised, but the next one is the World Series, and we’re kind of busy right now.”

I perked up. I didn’t know where the World Series was being held, but was school the only reason we couldn’t go? Or because we were dealing with the phone stalker? “Maybe we can watch it on television. I haven’t been able to catch up on the season.”

“The Red Sox aren’t playing,” he said, as if warning I might be disappointed that our favorite team wasn’t going to be at the game. 

“Were you going to watch it?”

“Probably.”

“Let’s do that.”

He was quiet for a moment. I thought he was smiling but it was hard to tell in the dark. He released my hand, and clutched at the console in the middle. He lifted it, putting the seat up. He held his arms out to me. “Come here.”

He pushed a button below the seat to have it move back. I thought maybe he wanted me to sit next to him, but as I started to scoot over into the middle, his hands found my hips. He pulled me into his lap until my back was against the driver’s side door. He kept his arm against the door, providing a cushion for my back. I drew my feet in until my heels were pressed up against his thigh. 

He dropped his free hand on my knee, warming. 

He sat back again with a sigh, settling further into the seat and resting his head back. “Or we could just do this. I’m good with this.”

I leaned against his chest, finding it a muscled cushion. “You’re not going to get bored, are you?”

He chuckled. He drew quiet. Curled up into him, I started gazing out the far passenger side window. If I focused, I could make out a few details of the cotton field and the road. While there was a slight chill, sitting in his lap was warm enough. His body produced an amazing amount of heat.

“Sang?”

“Yes, Silas?”

He drummed his fingers on my knee. “Why’d the monkey fall out of the tree?”

I cracked a smile. “Don’t know.”

“Because it was dead.”

I giggled against his chest. 

“That’s not good enough,” he said. He shifted underneath me. “That’s not a laugh. Why did the chicken cross the road?”

I knew the obvious, but expected something just as absurd as his first joke. “Don’t know.”

“To get to the other side,” he said in a voice that was about as serious as him asking me what the homework was for class.

I snickered, giggled louder and clutched at his shirt. Maybe his jokes were really lame and obvious but it was the way he said them that made it funny.

His fingers slid across my knee cap, dropping until he curled them underneath my thigh at the soft spot under my knee. He traced his fingertips across my skin. “We’re getting there,” he said as he tickled.

I choked out a short laugh, trying to smack his arm gently to get him to stop. “Silas.”

“I just want to hear you laugh.” His hand drifted over and dropped onto my stomach. His fingers sought out my side. 

I inhaled sharply, not expecting the touch. They’d all gripped me from nearly head to toe, including around my waist and my stomach, but his fingers spilled out across my lower abdomen. As the tips traced below my belly button, sparks shot out through me, electrifying my skin in a completely different way than I was expecting. 

“Hello,” he said. His fingers slid from my side and back to my belly button. “What’s this?” I thought he was suggesting he found a soft, more sensitive place to tickle, and I had stopped giggling to hide it. He curled his fingers there, stroking. Through my shirt, his fingers were warm, but the same sparks extended through me, reaching over every surface until a gentle tremble came over me.

My eyes shut on their own. My hands shot out, gripping his arm but not directing. The feeling was surprising. It reminded me of how I felt when Nathan had started biting my fingers, or when Kota nuzzled at my neck—only the feeling was so strong and I couldn’t hide it. My breath escaped me in a soft moan.

“Sang,” he breathed out, slowing his fingers. 

I buried my face into his chest, embarrassed and unable to respond.

His breath fell heavy against my hair. His fingers stopped and he pressed his palm against my abdomen. It was soothing but his palm against the area still left me feeling warm and tingly. “I didn’t know,” he whispered. Was he apologizing?

I released his arm, not realizing I’d been hanging on to it still. “Silas,” I whispered. I clutched at his shirt again.

His hands shifted to my side and he sat up more in his seat. He released me and his palm found my cheek. “I have to tell you something.”

“What?”

His finger tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, but the strand fell back into my face. “Do you remember the party? When you and North were in that closet?”

As if I could forget. “Yes.”

“I think about it. Sometimes I wish I’d been in there with you.”

The meaning around his words hung in the air over us. “You’re here with me now,” I said in a soft voice.

His fingers stayed at the spot behind my ear. “I’m not sure I should be here with you like this.”

“Why not?”

He sucked in a sharp breath. He shifted underneath me again. His arm behind me held me up. He turned me toward him. His face was cast with a silvery glow of the low moon shining through the windshield. His eyes bore down into my face. His thick lips parted, moving slightly as if he’d wanted to say something but the words weren’t forming. He swallowed hard. His eyes zeroing in on my face. “Say it, Sang,” he commanded.

“Hm?” I mumbled, unsure.

“I can see it in your eyes,” he said. He kept a hand on my hip, holding me down in his lap. My back was against the steering wheel. His other hand drifted up, his palm warming my face again, but holding me in a way that forced me to look at him. “I can’t stand it. You want something. Tell me.”

“Silas?” I had no idea what I wanted.

He grunted. His fingers clutched tighter at my head as he lowered his face closer to mine. His breath teased my cheek. “Show me what it was like in that closet.” I was gripping at the undershirt on his chest to hold my balance against him. He released my face to find one of my hands and he brought it up until my fingers covered his lips. “Was it like this?” he asked through my fingers. 

I started to nod.

“Tell me, aggele mou,” he pleaded under his breath. His eyes swallowed me up, bearing down on me. “Please. Anything. Did you tell him to kiss you like this?”

My heart thundered against my eardrums. “The others outside were egging us on,” I whispered, wondering if he even heard me. “He didn’t want to at first. But I put my fingers on his mouth.” I swallowed, holding back a warm shiver as his eyes never left mine. “I—.”

“Show me.”

I trembled now, unsure. My fingers pressed against his mouth, and he remained still, but his eyes were everywhere, begging me to do what he asked. I knew I was blushing, feeling awkward. It was like trying to hit Kota when he wasn’t hitting me back during training. Compared to North in the closet when I felt pressured to do it, here with nothing to egg me on except Silas and his eyes that were consuming me.

I counted off from three in my head to fake some courage and get myself to do it.

I leaned up, lifting to hover in his lap so I could reach my fingers at his mouth. My eyes closed. I touched my own fingers with my lips, pressing.

His lips below my fingers puckered. Silas kissed my fingertips. His mouth parted slightly, wetting my skin.

I remained still for a moment, and slowly started to back off. I was surprised to find myself breathing heavily as if I’d been running. 

Silas’s eyes opened into narrow slits. “Aggele mou. He had you against the wall.”

I nodded slowly. I couldn’t find my voice. My throat was thick. 

Silas leaned forward. He held me at the hip still, holding on to me while his other hand found my neck, cupping it in a gentle embrace. He pushed me slightly until my back was against the steering wheel. 

I drew my hand back, dropping the tips of my fingers against my lips, like I’d done with North. 

Silas lowered his head. His eyes closed. His lips met my fingers. With his hand at my neck, he held me in place firmly. He pressed his lips harder against my fingers. 

The sparks returned, shooting from his lips, through my fingers and down into my chest, zeroing in on my thudding heart. I trembled under his touch. I wasn’t sure how to respond. The best I could do was hold my fingers up between us.

And, not for the first time, I wanted to let go and not have that barrier.

His lips parted again, and his mouth moved against my knuckles. 

The hand at my hip slid over. His thumb stretched out until he rubbed at a spot just below my belly button.

I gasped against my fingers. I was losing it. My nose filled with his ocean scent. His warm fingers on my body were luring me to surrender. His kiss made silent promises.

Silas grasped at the side of my neck, massaging. He held me strongly before breaking the kiss, pulling back only a fraction of an inch. His dark eyes peered down at me, half closed.

His fingers traced again across my lower belly as he whispered. “Aggele mou, makári na boroúsa na se filí̱so̱.”

“Silas,” I mumbled.

But before I could ask what he’d said, his hand at my neck released me, and he took my hand from my mouth. He held it in his, drawing it away, until there wasn’t anything left between us except our mingling breaths. 

He leaned in, his head tilted. His lips hovered over mine.

I sucked in a breath. My mind wanted to think of what this meant, but my heart had taken over and wouldn’t allow me to find an excuse to stop it or worry about what it meant. Silas was there in front of me. I cared about him. If he was going to be my first kiss, and this was how it happened, I wouldn’t be sorry.

But he didn’t move. He remained still, hovering, waiting, as if trying to decide. 

He was so close. I wasn’t sure what to do. If I moved forward, it would be like I was kissing him first. Was that how it was going to happen? Did he stop because he wasn’t sure he wanted to?

I eased back a little, wanting to look up at him just in case something was wrong.

My back met with the steering wheel. The horn blared, loud and nearly echoing in what had been so silent a space a moment ago. The sudden blaring startled me so badly, I jumped forward, knocking my forehead into his nose.

“Ow.” Silas backed up, releasing my hand to cup his nose. “Shit.”

“Sorry!” I reached toward his face, wanting to do something to make it better or take it back. I stopped short, not wanting to touch him in case it hurt and I made it worse. “Sorry. I never said I was graceful.” 

His eyes lit up, his lips twisted into a slow smile that spread into a grin. He started chuckling. 

That set me off. I felt horrible, but the face he was making made me break out laughing. I jammed my fingers over my mouth to cover it. My shoulders shook as a wave of laughter threatened to steal my breath.

Silas sat back, pressing a palm to his forehead. “That’s what I wanted before.”

“Huh?” I asked, thinking he’d wanted me to bump into his face.

“M'aresei o tropos pos gelas. I love the way you laugh.”

My breath caught, cutting off the roll of giggles. I couldn’t stop grinning, but my heart was thundering at his words. 

The sound of a car distracted me from what I was about to say. Lights appeared down the road. 

Silas picked me up off of his lap to place me in the middle seat beside him. “Let’s let Victor do his thing. Maybe then we can go home.”

“Sorry,” I said again.

Silas smiled. He picked up my hand, held it to his lips and kissed the back of it. “I’m not.”

We focused on the car moving toward ours. Silas felt for the lights, and he flicked the bright lights on quickly as a signal to Victor. 

The car slowed. When it got close, it pulled in front of ours. It was another sedan, but his lights were still on so I couldn’t see past the glare. 

Silas held his fingers in front of his eyes. “Kill the lights, Vic,” he said to the windshield. 

The car stopped a few feet from ours, front bumper to front bumper. It stalled there. The lights still shining into us. “What’s he doing?” I asked.

“Don’t know, aggele mou,” Silas said. “Give him a minute I guess.”

The phone in the passenger seat buzzed to life where I’d dropped it. 

“Answer it,” Silas said.

I picked it up to find a text message. 

Sang: That’s you in the car under the tree?

I smiled at the phone. “Are the car windows tinted? He couldn’t tell it was us.”

“Might be hard to tell, I guess,” Silas said. “He’s trying to make sure it’s us and not someone else. Not that there’s anyone else out there.”

“It’s dark out here,” I said. I wrote back.

Silas: Yes.

Sang: Do you want to hop over here?

Silas: You want me to get in your car?

Sang: Come on over.

“He wants me to get in his car.”

He glanced out at the car, trying to glance around the lights. “Okay,” he said. “Go on. He’s probably got something he wants to try.” He shrugged, hitting the unlock button on the doors. “Let’s go see what he wants.”

I gave Silas back his phone, and opened the passenger door. I stepped around it, stumbling over the uneven ground. The cool grass met my feet. I’d forgotten to slip my sandals back on, but I didn’t want to go back for them since it was a short distance. 

Silas had his door open. He paused in the seat and he pick up his phone again and checked the screen. Victor must have sent in another message.

I crossed between the two cars in front of the lights. I was slower since it was hard to see in the blinding beams. The passenger door opened as Victor pushed it open from the inside. I blinked as my eyes adjusted after being in the beam of the headlights, trying to catch a glimpse of Victor’s face inside the windshield, but colors washed over my eyes still from the brightness.

Silas opened the door wider and got out, stretching. He patted his pockets, and then leaned back into the car for the keys still hanging in the ignition.

I reached the passenger door of the new car when another car turned the corner down the road. The engine in the oncoming car revved louder as it raced toward us. Curious at the sight of another car, I stopped, watching it.

“Sang,” a voice called to me from inside the car. “Get in. Hurry.”

But he sounded different. What was wrong with Victor’s voice?

The car zooming toward us flashed bright lights in our direction. A blaring horn filled the night. Someone in the oncoming car was leaning on the horn.

“Sang!” Silas called. I turned. He slammed the car door and raced toward me. “Get away from that car.”

“Don’t listen to them, Sang,” the voice from inside the car called. It was male, but was filtered somehow. It didn’t sound natural. The tone varied in pitch, and carried a strange mechanical sound to it. “I know what they do to you. Get in the car and we can run for it.”

I turned toward the car. The darkness inside made it impossible to see who it was. The dashboard lights didn’t work, and the front windshield was tinted. I just caught the outline of a shape. “Who ...”

I stopped short when the figure leaned forward, and instead of seeing a face, I saw a white mask, with slits cut out for the eyes; everything else was a blank canvas. It startled me enough that I staggered backward.

The flashing lights and the blaring horn sped closer. The car angled toward the stranger’s.

Silas’s arm caught me by the waist. In a quick motion, I was hauled up over his shoulder. He turned away, leaving me to dangle over his back as he started jogging toward the field, away from the cars. I managed to push against Silas’s back, holding myself halfway up so I could see what was going on.

The stranger’s car thrust into reverse without closing the door, but it was too late. The oncoming car met with its rear fender. 

The cars crunched. They twisted around until the new car was facing parallel to the masked guy’s car. Someone inside was laying on the horn. A warning.

The masked man’s car was facing the road. The engine gunned. Wheels started spinning and then it lurched forward, zooming off back toward the city. 

The new car was turning around, rolling forward as if to make chase, but stopped suddenly short. 

“Silas,” I called. Silas stopped and shifted me until he was holding me in front of him, hugging me close.

The new car’s driver’s side door flew open.

Victor stepped out. 

Too Close

––––––––
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Who was that?” I asked from inside Victor’s BMW. Victor had left the other wrecked car by the side of the road. They had hustled me into the car and sped off without talking. Silas held me in his lap on the passenger side and his grip was tight enough to almost cause bruising, but I didn’t want him to release me. Victor’s face was unreadable as he drove on toward town. I’d been biting my tongue with my questions until I couldn’t stand it.

“I don’t know,” Victor said. He’d been tense before. I was worried he’d been injured when he’d smashed his car, though I didn’t see any blood and he wasn’t wincing. “But I know why you weren’t getting messages now. He’d cloned your SIM card.”

“What?”

“The data in your phone. He made a duplicate. He was catching all of your phone’s text messages and phone calls.”

Silas grunted. His arms were unrelenting around me. “It was him all along?”

“I couldn’t figure out why you all weren’t texting and responding. I checked the incoming data from the network. At whatever point he turned on his phone, all incoming messages started moving to his phone instead of yours. He’s been intercepting all of them.”

“You were right about him being able to track us,” Silas said. “He found us pretty quickly.”

“I couldn’t track Sang’s phone because there were two different pinpoints so the GPS was giving me an error.”

“How’d you know we were out here?” I asked.

“I had to lock onto Silas’s phone. I came to find you when I couldn’t get a response. When I saw the second car, I knew it was him.”

“Wait a second,” Silas said. “How did he manage to get a clone of her SIM card? Wouldn’t that mean he had to have taken her phone at some point?”

“She had to have set it down at school, I guess,” Victor said, his hands twisting at the steering wheel.

“He couldn’t have,” I said. “I keep it in my bra most of the time. I think I would have noticed if someone had taken it.”

“Can you promise me you do that? Can you tell me you’re sure you knew where your phone was all the time this week?”

I stiffened. “Kota had my phone for a while earlier today. Before all this started.”

“There might be other times, too, where it was out of sight. I don’t think Kota would have left your phone anywhere, but we’ll ask to see if he might have put it down for a moment. We need to get to another phone and let them know they might be tracked. We’ve all got to get new phones. We can’t risk using these any more. He’s able to track us too easily with them.”

“Did you get a plate number?” Silas asked. “Did you see who it was?”

“There wasn’t a plate. He’d thought ahead enough and took it off I guess.”

“We could track the make and model. Did you get a good look at it?”

“It was light blue,” I said softly. “Four doors. It looked like a Corolla. I’m pretty sure it was. My dad used to have one.”

Victor smiled. He reached over with one hand and squished my cheeks until I made a kiss face. “I knew we kept you for a reason. I can find all the cars in the area that match that. There might be a lot, but we could probably narrow it down to students going to Ashley Waters.”

“Some of us could go back tomorrow,” Silas said. “We can watch the parking lot for that car.”

“It also might belong to the parents of the kid,’ Victor said. “But we need to check in with the others and put together a better plan.”

I pulled my arm out from Silas’s vice grip around me so I could rub at my nose. “He was wearing a mask. A white one. The dashboard’s lights were off. He said something about ... he said not to listen to you guys and to get into the car.”

“Of course he did,” Silas said. “He was trying to kidnap you.”

“He said, ‘I know what they do to you’.”

Victor frowned. “He thinks we’re doing something to you? Hurting you?”

I swallowed. “I think he thinks you might be. I don’t know how or why. But why wear a mask? Why try to track me down like this? It’s not like I’d get in the car once I realized it wasn’t you.”

“He assumed a lot,” Victor said. “He may have thought you were trying to get away from us and would have willingly jumped in the car to escape. But this might make things harder. He’s not just a nut; he’s a nut who thinks he’s helping.”

“Can’t we send him a message?” I asked. “Can’t we text him and tell him I’m not hurt and he needs to back off?”

“He’s already proven to be unstable,” Victor said. “We’ll talk to him, but not until you’re out of range. You’re staying at my house tonight.”

“I’m staying, too,” Silas said. His arms wrapped around me a little tighter.

“Right,” Victor said. “I don’t care if everyone stays over tonight. I’d probably feel better if they did. He’s already manipulated us once.”

“Silas,” I squeaked. I tapped at his forearm. “I can’t breathe.”

He huffed but let go. “Sorry.”

I stayed in his lap, but relaxed against the door frame, sucking in air. “We need to call the others quickly. We can’t let them think I’m texting them if that’s what he’s doing.”

Victor nodded, punching the gas pedal. I avoided looking at the speedometer and crossed my fingers a cop wouldn’t pull us over.

♥♥♥
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When we got to Victor’s house, I followed the boys up the back stairs. I heard voices deeper in the house as we entered, but Victor nudged me onward. 

“They might have guests,” Victor said. “I don’t want them knowing I’m here. I don’t want to entertain right now.”

We snuck up as quietly as possible. On the third floor, Victor opened the door he’d said earlier was his bedroom. He stepped inside, finding a light switch.

This room was bigger than his office. A white marble fireplace, unlit and clean, took up one edge of the back wall. The large bed and several overstuffed chairs matched white plush rugs. All the white was a sharp contrast against the dark wood floors. The walls were a mix of a dark gray along three walls, with one wall on the far side being an almost silver matte. 

A baby grand piano took up an entire section of one of the rugs. The key cover was pulled down. 

I recognized Winter by Vivaldi on top of a pile of other sheet music clustered together on the piano. The bent in the pages of Winter where Silas had creased it were still there. My heart warmed at seeing it but it also gave me a flashback to that time long ago, that felt like years instead of just a couple of months. 

The bathroom door was open. I padded over to take a peek. The stone tiles looked to be hand carved as there wasn’t any sort of standardized shape. There was a glass-walled shower, with an overhead showerhead built into the ceiling. In the far corner of a bathroom was one of the biggest bathtubs I’d ever seen. It was a perfect circle, big enough for at least three people, although I didn’t imagine he bathed with anyone else. Even though the tub had three faucets, I imagined it took a lot of time to fill up. Still, I was tempted to try it tonight. A long bath in such a big tub would settle my nerves after such a crazy day.

“Are we going to be okay here?” I asked. Somehow looking in at his rooms had me wondering and worried about the masked man finding us. “If he could track your cell phone, wouldn’t he already know where you live?”

Silas and Victor laughed. “He won’t be able to get through security,” Victor said.

“What security? We got in without anyone seeing us.”

“There’s security. Trust me.” 

“Couldn’t someone just scale the wall and walk in the front door?”

“They wouldn’t make it over the wall. The only reason you got in was because you were with me.”

“What if I scale the wall?”

“Please don’t scale the wall, Princess.”

I sighed, turning around. 

Silas sat in one of the overstuffed white chairs by the fireplace. He was pulling off his shoes and socks. “Did I leave a replacement school uniform here by chance? Just in case we get called in.”

“I’m pretty sure. Check the closet,” Victor said. “I’m going to contact the guys.” He left the bedroom, going across the hallway toward his office.

Silas got up, walking to the closet door and twisted the handle. When it was open, I expected a short, shadowy space. Instead it opened up to what looked like a room the size of my own at home. I tiptoed behind Silas, peeking around his arm. The walls were lined with various levels of shelving and places to hang clothes. There were racks of shoes ranging from waist to eye-level along one wall. Most of the clothes near the front were white Armani shirts and dark slacks like those Victor wore most often.

My mouth was still hanging open as I inched through the collection of very expensive looking tuxedos and suits on a rack, like they were on display. It seemed the more expensive the suit, the more space was given to it.

Silas tapped the underside of my jaw. “You’re catching flies, aggele mou.”

“Are you sure we’re not in a men’s clothing store? Because that’s what this looks like.”

“Most of the stuff near the back is actually clothes Victor’s holding for us.”

“Victor hangs on to your clothes?”

“Gabriel really likes shopping,” Silas said. He pointed to the racks near the back. “And we keep spare clothes for most of us here. Gabe’s got it organized somehow. I think it’s by season.”

I fingered a pair of black jeans hanging up near the back, finding a collection of nearly all black clothes that I guessed was North’s. “Gabriel goes all out,” I said. I glanced down at the skirt and blouse I’d put on that morning. When I looked at it, I shivered, thinking of the image that was sent to the boys’ phones. “I don’t suppose he left any here for me.”

“Probably not yet,” Silas said. He went to a spot along the wall which held clothing that looked similar to his style. He fingered through a number of shirts before pulling one out. “Here’s something for you. It’s not pink.” He held it up. It was a large Red Sox T-shirt. “But it’s long enough for you if you wanted to sleep in it.”

“Sang?” Victor materialized in the doorway. 

I turned. “Yeah?”

“Nathan’s on the phone in my office. He wants to talk to you.”

My heart warmed. It felt like it had been forever since I saw the other boys. “Is everything okay?” I asked.

Victor smiled. “Sure. They’re just bugging me about your birthday and I didn’t know what you wanted to tell them.”

“Shit,” Silas said. “We can’t do her birthday now. Not with this bozo lurking out there.”

Victor shrugged and then nudged me by the shoulder. “Just go talk to them.”

I wandered over to the office alone, leaving Victor behind with Silas.

I found a corded phone on the long table off the hook. I picked it up. “Hello?”

“Sang,” Nathan said into the phone. “How’s it going?”

My heart picked up at the sound of his voice. “Where are you?”

“At home, for now. About to leave actually.”

“Tonight?”

“Yeah. We’ve got some work to do. I wanted you to know I checked in at your house with your sister. She’s fine. The house is fine.” He paused. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said. I wasn’t sure how much Victor may have told him, but I didn’t want to add any more strain on him if he was going out. “It’s kind of weird to be spending the night here.”

He laughed into the phone. “I have to admit, it’s kind of weird when you’re not next to me. I’ve gotten too used to you.”

My heart fluttered. I wanted to say a million things to him. I wanted to keep him on the line and get him and the others to come over. After the night we’d had, I thought it best if everyone stayed safe behind Victor’s walls and the security. I said the only thing I could come up with: “I miss you.”

He breathed into the phone. At first I thought maybe I said the wrong thing. Maybe I should have said something funny.

His voice deepened. “I miss you, too, Peanut.”

There was a pause between us. I didn’t know what else to say to him then. My mind went blank.

He mumbled something away from the phone like he was talking to someone else. “I’ve got to go. Stay with the others, okay?”

“Yes.”

“Bye.”

After he hung up, I listened to the quiet in the phone, thinking about calling him back. I wanted to call Gabriel, too. And Luke. And Kota. And North. I wanted them all here. Slowly, I released the phone back on to the cradle. 

I thought I needed sleep. I was strung out. I was oversensitive. Still, I couldn’t help feeling the tugging in my heart, in so many different directions. I brushed the thoughts away like flies hovering around me. Trust. They knew what they were doing. I had to believe in that.

A Dream and a Song

––––––––
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I dreamed I was shot.

––––––––
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Sang!” Victor called to me. In my half-asleep state, I sensed him hovering over me, shaking me.

“Victor!” I slurred his name as I sat upright in the bed. The dream’s images hovered in front of my eyes still. I wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t.

“What is it?” he asked. His eyes caught the soft glow of street lamp lights from outside, and now they really did look like candle flames. 

“Aggele mou,” Silas said softly. He was sitting up next to us, gazing down at me. He was in shadow. I just caught the outline of his hair and cheek. “You were shaking and moaning.”

I grasped at the sheets, clutching them around my hips as I stared off into the near dark. I willed myself to calm down, but I couldn’t shake the images from my head. My heart wouldn’t stop thundering. The best I could do was keep quiet. I was afraid if I started talking, I’d scare them.

“Sweetie,” Victor said. His hands found my back, and he rubbed. “What’s wrong?”

I swallowed, shaking my head. I pressed a palm to my cheek, willing myself to say something. “A dream.” 

“What was it?”

I pulled away from Victor, crawling to the foot of the bed. When I got there, I stumbled to the floor. I wobbled around the edge of the room to avoid bumping into the piano, heading toward the bathroom.

Victor lunged himself off the bed, snapping the night lamp on. It caused me to pause as my eyes readjusted to the onslaught of light. “Where are you going?”

“I need to wake up,” I said, hurrying to get the words out. My voice cracked, betraying my shaken state. I shoved the bathroom door open, snapping the light on. I went right for the sink, turning on the faucet.

“What are you doing?” Silas asked, coming to stand in the doorway. Victor appeared next to him, looking pale and unsure if he should enter.

“Give me a second,” I said. I cupped my  palms under the faucet, collecting the cold water and then splashing some at my face. Despite the coolness of the water, it wasn’t enough: no matter how many times I pressed my wet hands to my cheeks, the images remained. 

Hands found me, sliding against the ribs along my back. Victor pulled me into his arms, dripping and shaking where I stood. “Sang,” he whispered.

“It won’t go away,” I cried, unable to hold it back anymore. His arms around me forced me to relinquish every last bit of strength I had. The water wasn’t working. The memory wouldn’t fade.

“What won’t, Princess?” he cooed. His fingers found my hand at my cheek, and he pulled it away so he could press his own palm there, warming my skin. “What was the dream about?”

“Some guy with gray hair and a mustache. I don’t know. He had Silas.”

“What do you mean?” Silas asked. He’d moved closer, standing over us, watching. His hands were clenched. His eyes darkened as he gazed down at me.

“He had you in his house. I don’t know where it was and I didn’t recognize it. And he kept threatening you. He’d scream and then wave his fists like he was going to hit. I was there in the house. I was telling him to stop, and I was trying to get you to go with me and leave.” I sucked in a breath for more courage, finding little. “The guy had a gun behind his back. A big silver one. He was pointing it at me and said to leave without you. He was so angry. I yelled back at him, not sure he would actually shoot. I wanted you to go with me.”

“Did I go?” Silas asked quietly.

“You tried. You got up and walked with me out into his yard. I ran ahead out of the house, around the curb and I thought you were right behind me. Victor was up the road.”

“I was?” Victor asked.

“You were waiting with some sort of truck. When I checked and didn’t see Silas, I thought the guy did something to him, so I started running back for him. At the house, I couldn’t find Silas, just the old guy. And the guy had his gun...” I broke off, choking on the words. 

Victor pressed his fingers over my forehead, stroked my hair. “Did he get you? Did he shoot you?”

I closed my eyes, turning my head away from him. I nodded.

“Did you feel it?” Silas asked.

I nodded again.

Victor breathed out what almost sounded like a curse. He embraced me, pressing my head to his shoulder. I wrapped my arms around him loosely, holding to his back and pressing my wet eyes against his shoulder.

“I don’t usually dream about anyone I know,” I mumbled. “I was so worried about Silas. And then you were coming up behind me and I couldn’t stop you. I woke up after the second shot hit me.”

“It’s all right,” Victor said. “It’s just a dream. He didn’t really get you, and Silas and I are right here.”

I had nothing left to say, and no energy to say it. I was exhausted, shaking, a mess of nerves. I wanted to say I was sorry for waking them.

“How do we stop this?” Silas asked. “She can’t keep getting these dreams. It sounds like they’re getting worse.”

“They don’t always get me like this,” I said. “Most of the time I can wake up and shrug it off. I don’t know. I guess because you two were in the dream that this one just felt bad.”

“Things have gotten pretty rough lately,” Victor said. He smoothed his hand across my back, not letting go. “Between your parents and McCoy and now this.

“I have to tell North,” I said. 

“Let me go call him,” Silas said. He turned around, heading back into the bedroom.

“What do you need, Princess?” Victor asked. He pulled back enough so he could gaze down into my face. “Tell me what I can do.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I feel a little better now. I just thought waking up a little would get the images out of my mind.”

“Do you want some more water?”

“No.”

“Do you want a shower?”

I trembled again at the thought, unexpected. I stiffened to try to stop myself, but my knees betrayed me by locking up, overcorrecting.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said. I pulled away from him, pushing my palm to my cheek. “I don’t want a shower right now.”

Victor blinked after me, his eyebrows furrowed. “What can I do?”

“I don’t know. There’s nothing to do. You’re right. I shouldn’t be so freaked out about it. It’s not real. It doesn’t mean anything. It’s probably just because of everything that happened yesterday.”

“Aggele mou,” Silas stepped through the door to the bathroom again. He held out a cordless phone. “I told North what you said about the dream.”

I nodded, forcing a grateful smile at Silas. At least I didn’t have to repeat it and think too much on it. I took the phone from his hands. “North?”

“Are you okay, Baby?”

“Yes, sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. Are you really fine?”

I sucked in another deep breath. “Yes. I just needed to wake up.”

“You didn’t stop breathing this time, did you?”

“No, Silas said I was moaning, so I guess I was okay there.”

“Baby, stop worrying about us so much. It’s going to drive you crazy.”

I guess this was what he interpreted the dream to mean to me. He was probably right. “Where are you?” I asked, not meaning to sound so pitiful, but hearing his voice was as soothing as Victor’s hug and Silas’s touch.

North sighed into the phone. “I want to come see you, Sang Baby, but I can’t right now. I’m sorry. There’s things going on.”

“Are you okay?” 

“What did I say about worrying about us?” he asked, though he didn’t seem upset. “Do me a favor, okay? Hang on to Silas for me. Or to Victor. Whichever one you want. Just hang on to someone until I can get there. I’ll try to get to you as soon as I can.”

“When?”

He chuckled. “Not soon enough. I don’t know though, okay?” He paused for a moment. A voice rattled off in the background behind him. “Kota says he’ll come see you soon, too.”

“Tell him I say hi,” I said.

“He says hi back, and brush your teeth. And go back to sleep.”

“Is he serious?”

“Yes. Brush your teeth.” Pause. “We’ve got to go, Baby.”

I was going to say goodbye but North hung up before I could. It had me shaking again. He’d never hung up on me like that before. What got his attention now? Why was he working so late?

“What did he say?” Victor asked.

“He said stop worrying so much,” I said quietly, still pondering why North had to hang up so quickly. I straightened, knowing I wouldn’t get the answer then and there, and probably never would. Academy secrets. “Kota told me to brush my teeth.”

Victor rolled his eyes. “Sometimes, I don’t understand him.” He moved to the sink, snatching up a white toothbrush from a silver cup. He held it out to me. “Do you want to? You don’t have to.”

I held out my hand for the toothbrush, curious and amused now after Kota’s suggestion. “If you don’t mind girl cooties.”

Victor smirked. “I’m vaccinated.”

I swished my teeth with only a droplet of toothpaste. The surprising part was that brushing my teeth woke up my senses enough that I felt I was shaking off the dream. I stared at Silas and Victor behind me, my eyes widening in surprise at how I felt better.

They both sent curious gazes back at me. I spit in the sink so I could talk. “How does Kota know so much?”

“Sometimes I think he’s not human,” Victor said. 

I replaced Victor’s toothbrush. Silas picked up a towel and handed it to me. “Are you okay to sleep, or do you need anything else?”

“I’m kind of not ready to sleep for a while. Like ever.” A shiver swept through me, catching me by surprise so I wasn’t able to hide it.

Silas frowned. He took the towel from me and dropped it on the sink. He held out his arms. I thought he wanted another hug, but he scooped me up around my butt and picked me up off the ground. He half turned to Victor. “We can’t leave her too scared to go to sleep.”

Victor nodded. “Yeah. Sang, we’re going back to sleep. Silas, get her in there. I’ll help.”

“How?” I asked.

Victor’s fire eyes smoldered. “You’ll see.”

“Master Morgan?” a female voice broke through. It started me enough that I trembled against Silas. “Is everything okay?”

Silas turned until his side faced the doorway, giving me an opportunity to see the plain girl from earlier. She focused solely on Victor and seemed to ignore Silas and me. She wore the same outfit from earlier and looked tired. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail but some strands cradled her face, looking a little disheveled.

“We’re fine,” Victor said. “Sorry. Did we wake you?”

“I was up,” she said. “I was doing some last minute things.”

Victor waved her off. “Don’t stay up so late. But we’re fine. Thanks.”

The girl’s face seemed to soften. She gave Silas and I a side glance, and the softness vanished until there wasn’t any readable expression. She retreated, heading back to the hallway.

Was she really just up so late? I again wanted to ask Victor who she was, but I got the impression she was a maid or an assistant. Was she supposed to be on the lookout for Victor? How many more people worked for the Morgan family? He had mentioned security. How many people watched over him?

Silas carried me out into the bedroom. He didn’t let go until we were near the bed. He lowered me carefully, as if I were a fragile doll and he didn’t want to break me. I wanted to let him know he didn’t have to be so gentle, but it was really sweet, and I didn’t have the heart to ask him to do it differently.

I knee-walked across the bed, heading toward the middle again. Silas got in next to me.

Victor drifted to the piano. His fingers brushed against the ivory. His face betrayed his deep thinking. He sat at the bench, swinging his hands back and forth over the keys as if trying to decide which ones to press first. 

I relaxed on my side, drawing a finger to my lip, nearly holding my breath. 

Victor began.

I’d heard a lot of piano music over the years. I had a fondness for a few modern composers, putting their own spins on classic tunes and new symphonic music. I thought I’d heard lots of great musical talent. I had a collection of discs from musicians I loved and thought of someday trying to play those same tunes on the violin or piano. I thought they were all amazing and at the pinnacles of their craft.

I was completely dead wrong about everything I thought I knew about music.

Softness. Soothing. Beautiful. It was everything those fire eyes often expressed to me, but I sometimes didn’t understand. The music gave his passion a voice. 

His eyes never left his fingers, but he wasn’t really focused on them, either. He seemed to know the soft melody by heart. I didn’t recognize it, but it reminded me of a dream.

I listened, willing myself to stay awake long enough to hear all of it. The music was beautiful and Victor was alluring himself. I didn’t want to miss a moment.

But Silas’s hand sought out my back, and he rubbed in a gentle motion. It was like he knew I was forcing myself to stay awake and he wasn't going to let me resist Victor’s lullaby.

♥♥♥
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A sharp barking woke me. It was distant, and in the few moments I’d forgotten where I was, I wondered if Kota had replaced Max, his Golden Retriever, for a tiny ankle biter dog.

As my eyes fluttered open, I remembered I was still at Victor’s. Victor was on his side, with the blanket stuffed around his body, buried in sleep.

Silas was gone. I wondered if he was out in the office or if he’d left. 

The barking dog continued, drawing closer. I stretched, moving across the bed to the window. I leaned over, planting a palm on the windowsill to hold myself up and pulled aside the curtain.

I couldn’t see the sidewalk below because of the wall, but I could sense the location of the little dog. The owner must have been walking him because they stopped just under one of the palm trees. The dog was barking in such a conniption, I wondered if it had spotted a cat or another dog.

“Arf, arf, arf.” I yipped back at it. 

“Princess,” Victor grumbled behind me. “Please stop barking at the neighbors.”

I snickered, letting the curtain fall back. Victor had turned around, eyes half open. A sleepy smile spread over his face. He opened his arms up in invitation. His chest was bare and his lean muscles flexed as he reached for me.

I knee-walked over to him, falling into his hug. He tugged me down until I was relaxing next to him. His arms wrapped around me. His fingers found my ribs and traced across my bones just like how he slid his fingers against the keys. I wondered if that’s why he often traced my ribs like he did. Did they remind him of piano keys?

He pressed his face to my hair, nuzzling at my head. “I could get used to you spending the night over here. We should do this more often.”

I rubbed my cheek against his chest. My fingers smoothed over the Red Sox shirt I wore. “What are we doing today?”

“God, you sound like the rest of them,” he said, though I felt his lips curling upward and I could tell he was grinning. “We’re a bad influence on you. First thing in the morning and you want to get up and get going.”

“Sorry.”

“You’re not sorry.” He inhaled against my head, stretching. “I’ve got to go switch out our phones. But the first thing we’re going to do is stop by the spa.”

“The spa?”

He nudged me. I sat up. He swung his feet out until he was on the floor. The pajama pants he wore hung low on his hips. He stretched his bare back, and the lean muscles stood out against his body. He rubbed his fingers against his spine. “Crashing the car last night is getting to me.”

“Are you hurt?”

“No. Just stiff.” He glanced back at me. The fire in his eyes lit up to a spark. “I love the way your face looks when you’ve just woken up.”

The compliment caught me off guard, and all I could manage to do was stare at him. His own face was always good-looking, with the angles of his jaw, and the way his wavy hair framed his face. Now he had a light layer of unshaven shadow, and his eyes weren’t fully open, making him look peaceful, happy. I wanted to say this to him, but I couldn’t find the right words. My lips parted, wanting to say anything, until his eyes locked on mine and I couldn’t find my voice.

He held a hand out to me, palm up. “Let’s go, Princess.”

I let him guide me off the bed until I was standing beside him. He traced his thumb over the soft skin between my thumb and forefinger. With his free hand, he reached for the cordless phone by his bed. He stared at the buttons for a moment, before pressing them in sequence and holding the phone to his ear.

“Janet? Hi, it’s Victor. Do you have an opening this morning for two?” He paused. 

I leaned in, pressing my cheek to his shoulder to hide my blushing. I’d never gotten out of the house for things other than school and other mundane necessities and I was about to go to a spa with him. My mind flew with ideas of what it might be like. What would we do there? 

He continued tracing my skin with his thumb as he spoke into the phone. “Yes?” His eyes sought out the clock by his bed that read seven a.m.. “Seven forty-five? Sure, we can make it. Thank you.” He pressed the button and dropped the phone onto the covers on the bed. “Run and take a shower, Princess. We’ve got to go.”

“Should I wear the clothes I wore yesterday?”

“Aw, I forgot,” he said. He frowned, raking fingers through his wavy hair to drag it out of his eyes. “No. Wait. Hang on. I’ll go get you something.” He nudged me toward the bathroom. “Go shower. I’ll bring something up to you.”

My nerves started to rattle as he said shower. I opened the bathroom door. I avoided looking at the shower stall, and instead focused on the large tub. 

“We don’t have time for that,” Victor said behind me. “Just do a quick shower. You can take a bath later if you want.”

That wasn’t the problem, I wanted to say. I bit my lip, stepping inside the bathroom and closing the door behind me. I didn’t lock it. I knew better. If he really wanted in, he’d get in. And he wouldn’t come in unless I wanted him to. 

I stood for a couple of minutes with my back against the door. I knew I should hurry. I wasn’t sure how far away this spa was or what Victor had planned, but I didn’t want him to be late. 

The standing shower appeared bigger to me this morning that it had been yesterday. The dark tile looked smooth. The walls were beige rocks, almost like the outface of a vertical mountainside. 

Maybe it’ll be different. It had been a while since I had tried to take a shower. And this was a different shower. This was Victor’s. We were behind his safe wall. We were safe. I could do this.

I sucked in some courage. I snatched up a towel from the closet, dropping it on a rack next to the stall. I undressed quickly, planting my things in a small pile on the counter.

With shaking knees, I reached into the shower, flicking the handle to start the water.

The spray started instantly, streaming down in a powerful jet.

My entire body started to rattle, until I found it hard to stand up straight. My breath caught. I felt better when I wasn’t looking at the water, so I focused on the floor. Then I closed my eyes. I felt stupid, but it was better this way.

It took clenching the wall in a death grip before I could work my feet forward. I hovered with my toes just inside the wall of the shower. 

I have to do this. I couldn’t disappoint Victor. I needed to hurry, too.

With my eyes closed, I tried to force myself to think of things I liked. I thought of Victor’s music. I thought of Silas’s corny jokes. I thought of Kota counting off as he tried to dance with me. I thought of Gabriel cutting my hair.

I inched forward.

My breath caught again.

The dizzying sensation was unrelenting.

The water spritzed against my skin.

The boys’ faces ebbed away from my mind, replaced by McCoy’s angry face, and his hand grabbing at me. My mother’s dull eyes were behind him, commanding I kneel.

I collapsed to the floor on my knees. The spray of the water met my back. I kowtowed in front of it. 

My mind blanked out.

♥♥♥
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“Sang!”

Victor’s voice called me back. I was aware I was kneeling. Why was I kneeling again? Kota told me not to kneel.

Only I couldn’t move. I couldn’t power my muscles to do what I wanted. 

The shower was turned off. A towel was dropped around my body. Arms collected me around the towel, picking me up and dragging me out of the shower stall.

My body trembled back to life. My breath returned. I gasped for it, unaware of how long I’d been out of air, but suddenly discovering I didn’t have enough.

Victor was on his knees in front of the open shower stall door. His arms lifted me into his lap. He held me close, his hands smoothing over the towel along my back. “Princess? Sang? What happened? What’s wrong?”

My cheeks were blazing with heat as strong as the fire that stoked in his eyes. I swallowed, surprised to find my throat thick as if I’d been crying. Then I realized I was crying and that I was naked except for the towel. I’d passed out again trying to force myself into the shower. He was fully dressed in his usual white shirt and dark pants. How long was I out? Why was I so horrible? Why couldn’t I shower?

“Sang?” Victor pleaded through his cracking voice. “God, say something. Please.”

“I can’t do it, Victor,” I said, my own voice cracking along with his. I stuffed the edge of the towel around my body, twisting it until it was snug against me. Keeping my hands busy with it seemed to drive the words from my lips. “I can’t ...” I swallowed. “I just can’t.”

“What’s wrong? I’ll fix it. I’ll do anything you want. Just tell me what.”

“I can’t—” I started to say, but admitting was so hard. And he should know. He’d told me the story before about how he held back what his father did to him, how his father used to belittle him for so long. He kept it for so long until he finally told the others.

The hardest thing to do. 

The best thing he ever did. 

“What, Princess? What can’t you do?”

I shoved my face against his shoulder, wrapping my arms around his neck, letting go of the towel. I didn’t care about it. I wanted to curl up into Victor and disappear. I couldn’t get enough of his arms around me, making me believe I could trust him. I needed him more than ever and for something so stupid I worried he’d laugh and call me out for being that way. “I can’t take a shower,” I whispered, my voice shaking as I cried. “I can’t do it anymore.”

“Why?” he asked. He scooped me closer into his lap, pulling me close into him until his chest met with mine. The white Armani shirt became wet and stuck to his frame. His hands pressed me against his body, gripping at me as if promising never to let go. “Why can’t you? What happens?”

“I can’t stop seeing their faces,” I whispered, so softly I was sure he couldn’t hear me. I was only mouthing the words. “My mother’s. McCoy’s. I feel like I’m about to be tied up in the shower again.”

Victor sniffed strongly, burying his face against my neck. “Oh god, I’m sorry. Is that why you don’t shower anymore? I thought ... I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“You knew?” 

“I haven’t heard you take a shower in a while. Even when we’re at Kota’s, you fill up the bath. And then last night when I mentioned it, you acted like I’d just asked you to squish a spider with your bare hand.” He nuzzled at my neck. His hand felt along my back, tracing along my rib cage. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it was like that. Why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“What am I supposed to say?” I asked. My voice croaked. “It’s stupid. I’m afraid of the shower.”

“It’s not your fault, Princess.”

“It’s a shower,” I squealed at him. “I thought I could this time. I thought since it was a different place—”

“Is it just the shower? I know you were taking baths.”

“I don’t know what it is,” I said, exasperated. I realized I was reacting and being short with him and it wasn’t helping. I pressed my cheek against his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.”

“I’m sorry, Victor.”

Victor released a sigh. He sucked in a deep breath, tucked his arms underneath me and lifted me from his lap, standing. He carried me back into the bedroom. He positioned me on the bed for a moment as he picked up the phone. He held on to it and to me, and headed back into the bathroom.

He avoided the shower. Instead he went for the large bathtub. He sat on the edge, placing me in his lap. “Hang on to me, Princess.”

I kept my arms around his neck, holding myself up against him. With one hand, he turned the faucets of the bathtub. He took his time, testing the water temperature to find what he wanted. With his other hand, he hit the redial button on the phone and held it to his ear.

“Janet?” he asked into the phone. “It’s Victor. Sorry to do this to you, but could you push it back an hour? No, that’s fine. Thank you.” He put the phone on the ledge against the side of the tub.

The jets of water streamed into the bathtub and filled it up quickly. He found a bottle by the collection off to the side, flicked it open with one hand and held it upside down against the streams. The tub water foamed with the bubble bath mixture. He dropped the bottle onto the side again. He cupped me around the back, lifting his foot. Hanging on to me with one arm, he hooked a finger into his shoe, slipping it off and sliding to the floor. He found the edge of his sock, sliding it off.

“What are you doing?” I asked in a small voice.

“We’re going in.” He got rid of the other shoe and sock and encircled my waist. “Ready?”

“What ...” I started to ask.

Victor grasped me, sliding backward into the tub. I was swallowed up completely into the water, wrapped up in Victor’s arms. 

He sat up quickly, raising me up until my face and shoulders were above the water line. His white shirt and the dark pants were now completely soaked. Bath bubbles mixed into his hair.

I sputtered a little, caught so off guard that I was giggling. I let go of him to wipe at my face.

He started chuckling after me. He released one hand around me to bring it to my face, pushing my hair back out of my eyes. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said through my giggling. I wrapped my arms again around his shoulders. “I can’t believe you did that.”

He slid in the tub until his back was against the seat. He held me crosswise in his lap. He released his hold on my waist and brought both palms to my cheeks. “Told you I’d do anything for you, Princess. I mean it.” 

I breathed out a giggle, lowering my head into his shoulder. I fingered the fringe of the towel around me. “The towel’s all wet now.”

“Sweetie, I have more towels.” He shifted until he placed me beside him in the tub. He kept an arm around my shoulders and gazed down at me. “We should tell the others, you know.”

“Hm?”

“We should tell them about ... about why you can’t take a shower right now.”

My face flared again. I lowered my eyes to his chest. “Maybe we can wait. It’s not important.”

“It is important,” he said. “I don’t think you were conscious when I first got to you. We’ll fix it. We have to tell the others about it.”

“But Kota’s busy with Mr. Blackbourne and the others dealing with the bomb threats and we’re having to take care of this new guy.”

He frowned. “You want to keep it a secret?”

“Just between us,” I said softly. “Is that okay? It’s not that I wouldn’t tell them, but they’re already overprotective and worry so much as it is. You know now. Isn’t that enough?”

Victor released a breath. His hand at my back rubbed along my body. “Maybe. I wish you’d told me sooner.”

“I was—”

“Trying not to worry us?”

I nodded. “And it’s stupid.”

“It isn’t stupid.” He turned on me, his palms finding my cheeks again. He held me still so I couldn’t look away. His eyes blazed. “Listen to me, Sang. You aren’t stupid. You’ve been through a lot, more than a few of us have. My father? He yelled at me. Big deal, right? Your mother tied you up in the shower and left you to die. Then McCoy practically kidnaps you. Now we’ve got all this other stuff to deal with.”

“Which is why I wasn’t telling anyone about the shower.”

“I understand that,” he said. “But don’t you feel better now that you’ve told me?”

I nodded slowly against his hands holding me. I wanted to look brave and happy but the way his eyes bore into mine with that fire, I broke and felt my lip trembling. Admitting to it was rough.

The assuredness in his face faltered. “Don’t cry, Princess.” He drew my head in closer, until his forehead was pressed to mine. “I won’t tell if that’s what you want. I’ll wait until you’re ready to tell them. No more showers. You’ll never shower again. Ever. I swear. Anything you want.”

“Victor,” I whimpered out, only I wasn’t tearing up because I was afraid anymore.

“What, Princess?” His thumb traced over my cheek, sliding under the soft flesh under my eyes and wiping away the tears. “Why are you crying?”

“I’m fine. You’re just being so nice.” I couldn’t find the way to say it like I really meant to. My own family would never have gone so far for me. The guys proved themselves again and again for me. I couldn’t help how sometimes I felt I was still on the outside. They did their best, and they did so much for me. I couldn’t figure out how to tell him how much I appreciated him.

He laughed softly. “You can’t cry because I’m being nice. That’s not fair.” He pressed his face against the top of my head. “Sang. You’re a dream. I can’t believe we got so lucky to find you.”

“Victor ...”

“I mean it,” he said. He held his cheek to my forehead. “I keep thinking about that day I jumped on you in Kota’s bed. I wonder sometimes if I hadn’t done that, maybe he never would have told me about you. God, you’re so little. I don’t know how I thought it was Kota. And you were so cute and you’ve got those big green eyes that look so lost sometimes. I thought for sure we’d scare you off with our group. We’re always so loud and rough. I’m always wondering if one day you’ll wake up and realize how messed up we are and want to leave.”

“I don’t want to leave,” I whispered. “I was worried you all would see all these crazy problems and would leave me. I don’t want to be left behind.”

He grasped me tighter. “I’m not leaving you. You picked the wrong crowd if you expected us to walk away that easy. We’re too stubborn.” He smoothed his cheek against my forehead. “I don’t want to leave you with your problems. I want to fix them. They aren’t your problems anymore. They’re our problems. We’ll figure them out.”

I couldn’t stand it. He was overwhelming. I thought I would fall apart again just hearing his promises. “Victor,” I said in a tiny voice. 

His cheek against my forehead crossed against my skin until I felt his mouth pressing there instead.

His lips puckered. His kiss touched just above my brow.

Flames erupted across my skin, zoomed from his kiss, bearing down into my heart. 

A shiver lit up my insides. I inhaled sharply against him. My fingers curled against his chest, gripping the shirt. I tugged him tighter toward me, silently begging for more. I simply didn’t know how to ask out loud.

His hands traced up back to my cheeks, palms warming my skin. He held me still, and his lips met my brow again. He traced his lips across my temple, his thumbs smoothed over the crests of my cheeks. Victor seemed to understand, and I wondered how he knew. 

Or maybe he didn’t know. Something Kota said before rang through me. They knew how I felt. Maybe they needed this, too.

And that last thought resonated through me stronger than I ever knew anything before. 

Maybe Victor needed this.

I swallowed some air and some courage. I needed to show him. I needed him to know I understood. I realized this was what I was doing when I bit back at Nathan’s fingers, or when I reached out for them. I swore to myself that I’d try harder. They told me again and again they’d be there for me. I needed to show I was there for them, too.

I tilted my head up, finding his eyes. The fire engulfed me, almost stopping me. 

I puckered my lips, zeroed in on Victor’s cheek. I closed my eyes as my lips met with his skin, close to the edge of the corner of his mouth, in the same gentle way as he had been kissing me.

I kept still once I’d kissed his cheek, afraid to back away and see if I’d done wrong. My trembling lips kissed his cheek again. 

“Sang,” he breathed. His hands at my cheeks drew me back again. I wanted to close my eyes but those fire eyes were unrelenting. “My Princess, I’m taking you out today. We’ll do what you wanted for your birthday. I know it’s early, but I can’t wait. I’m glad we’ve got the day off. I’ll have time to do what I wanted to with you.”

“What are we doing?”

His smile lit up like his eyes. “You’ll see. Right now, I want to get ready. We’ll go to this spa. I love the spa. I think you will, too, okay? I want to share it with you.” He paused, his eyes swallowing me up. “But first can I ... will you ...”

I watched him, suddenly very amused that he was stumbling. Victor never stumbled. “Victor?”

His cheeks tinted. “Will you let me wash your hair?”

My lips parted, surprised by his question. “My hair?”

“Gabriel plays with it all the time.” His fingers traced up along my cheek, catching a strand. He curled it between his fingers. “I’m not like him. I can’t cut it or style it or anything, but ...” He released the lock of hair. His fingers moved to the edge of hair near my ear, and he started threading his fingers through it. “Will you let me?”

“Of course. Yes,” I said, surprised he’d asked. Maybe I was more used to Gabriel flat out telling me he was going to wash it. 

Victor released me. I sat back against the tub. He sloshed over to collect a bottle of shampoo out of the collection on the ledge. I admired how the wet white shirt clung to his lean, strong muscles and the way his jaw set firm, now fixed on a task. It reminded me of how he looked when he was at the computer. He came back, twisting his fingers in the air. “Turn around.”

I let him guide me. He sat up in the tub, putting his knees up. He guided me back until my back was against his legs. He touched the side of my jaw to show me I could tilt my head until it rested against his pushed together knees. It made me wonder how long he’d been thinking about this. He knew exactly where he wanted me.

His hands threaded through my wet hair. He cupped the water from the bath, drawing it over my scalp, letting the warmth flow over my hair. After the water was gone, he combed his fingers through my hair again. Unlike Gabriel, whose fingers massaged deeply, Victor kept his fingers gentle. “There’s so much I want to show you. There’s so much to do. If you don’t ever like something, tell me. We don’t have to do it. But if you like it, we’ll do it again. All you have to do is tell me.”

“I’m happy hearing you play the piano. Will you play for me again?”

His hands stopped midway through combing. He gathered my hair into a strong grasp. My head tilted where he wanted me. He bent forward, until his lips met my forehead. He kissed me there and drew back only a fraction of an inch. “Yes. For you.”

“I’m excited about the concert you said you wanted to take me to.”

He stiffened behind me. His lips traced my forehead as he spoke. “You want to go? I mean, it’s usually kind of boring and stiff. And the people there are real jerks sometimes.”

“I thought if I go, at least someone would be listening, then maybe you wouldn’t hate them so much.”

His fingers moved against my scalp, in slow deep massaging motions. “Sang-whatever-your-middle-name-is-Sorenson. Are you trying to fix me?”

I had to chuckle at his admission of not knowing my whole name. I guess I didn’t know his, either. “I don’t want you to hate playing the piano. You’re amazing. Maybe they aren’t always listening, but they hear you. Maybe your playing does them some good, even if they don’t know it.”

His breath fell heavy against my forehead. His fingers found the base of my head and neck. He lifted me, guiding me until I was sitting up again, looking into those smoldering fire eyes. His lips parted, his mouth moved, but whatever he was trying to say, I couldn’t catch it. He was speaking too softly. 

Victor licked his lips and he swallowed. He tried again. “Sang ... love ...”

The door to the bathroom crashed against the wall. A male voice bellowed at us from across the bathroom. “What the hell is going on in here?”

I whirled around, but Victor was faster. He leaped up and out of the tub. He placed himself in front of me, becoming the wall to protect me. He blocked my view. 

“What are you doing in here?” Victor called to the intruder. 

“Someone told me my son had a little girl in here. I didn’t want to believe it.” There was a sound like someone breathing in deeply through a congested nose. “But god damn, here she is. I thought for sure it would be that gay kid. Or maybe even that Kota that’s always hanging around.”

Someone told him? Was it Mrs. Morgan? Or the maid? Maybe a guard? Did Silas mention it to him as he was leaving? Was I not supposed to be up here? I knew most parents would probably not think a girl sleeping over was appropriate. This was probably highly inappropriate. He just didn’t understand.

“Get out,” Victor said, his voice dropping an octave, his chest heaving. Pools of water formed around his feet as his clothes dripped.

I peeked around his arm. Aside from the deep tan, the heavy creases around the eyes and at his mouth, and the obvious age difference, he was a dead match for Victor. The only thing missing were the fire eyes—his mother’s eyes. 

Victor’s father sneered, tilting his head at my direction. “And who exactly is this little darling? Why haven’t we been introduced?”

Victor lunged to the side, preventing me from looking around him anymore. “Since when did you care who I have here?”

“Since I learned my son might not be a faggot after all.” There were footsteps coming closer. “I told you those concerts would bring in the girls. Now look at you. bout to become a man. She’s real pretty, too.”

“Get out,” Victor said, his voice deepening, threatening.

“I think you’re forgetting whose house you’re in, son. Now be a gentleman and introduce your girlfriend to me. I want to see her for myself.”

“This isn’t appropriate.”

“She’s not a prostitute, is she? Not that I care, but you don’t have to be embarrassed if she is. Lots of guys get their first time done by a whore. It’s just practice.”

“Get out!” Victor lunged forward, stabbing a fist into the air. When he stepped away from the tub, I could glance around him.

Mr. Morgan took a step back out of Victor’s range. His leer broadened, amused. “Don’t be such a little shit. I’m not going to ask to fuck her, too.” His eyes turned to me. “Not unless that’s on the menu. I could show you how it’s done.”

Victor grunted. He lunged for the cordless phone still sitting by the shampoo bottles. He hovered his fingers over the numbers. “Give me a reason.”

Mr. Morgan frowned, and held up his hands. “I’m just teasing you. No need to call in the bodyguards. I just wanted to come see her for myself is all.” He waved his hand in the air dismissively and turned around. “See you later. I’m suddenly in the mood for cherry pie.”

When Mr. Morgan left, Victor reeled back his arm and hurled the phone at the mirror. The phone crunched against the glass, cracking the mirror. 

I cringed back into the tub, suddenly afraid of Victor. 

Victor inhaled deeply, letting his breath out slowly. His shoulders shifted as he breathed. 

“Victor,” I called to him in a tiny voice.

He blinked, his eyes slid around. The blaze receded back into a gentle smolder. “I’m sorry, Sang.” He turned away from me, heading for the door. 

“Finish up. I’ll find you some clothes. I’m sorry. I really can’t be here anymore. Let’s go.”

Spa Date

Inside the BMW, Victor slowly returned to normal. It seemed the further we got from his parents’ house, the better he felt. He avoided talking about his father. Instead, he talked about the spa we were going to, as if trying to convince me it really was a good place.

I listened to him quietly. I wanted to talk, but I didn’t have an opinion about where we were going since I’d never been. I wanted to hear his voice, too. It was soothing after meeting his father. I wanted to ask questions, but didn’t know what to ask.

I ended up wearing the clothes I’d worn the night before, except the button-up collared shirt, which I think belonged to Luke. 

Victor passed a bridge across the West Ashley River. Soon he was pulling into the parking lot of a boutique shopping center, where the shops looked like they had once been quaint little cottages which had been repurposed. One building in the center stood out with its large fountain and pond full of koi fish. A stone sign read, “Marée”.

“What does the name mean?”

“It’s French, I think,” Victor said. “I think it means tide, or like tide waters or something like that.”

“Do you know French?”

“Not really. Gabriel does a bit. I know Japanese better.”

Victor parked and nearly jumped out of the car, racing around to open my door. He held out his hand, the smile having finally returned to his face. “Time for a little fun, Princess.”

Now that we were here, I did feel a little guilty. I had no idea where the other guys were, but I had no doubt they were probably already working. I wondered where Silas had disappeared to and where North had to go in such a hurry the night before. I tried to push the thoughts out of my mind. Victor wanted me to have fun and do this with him. I didn’t want to fake a smile. I really did love being with him.

He held my hand as we walked through the front door of the spa. The name matched the interior decor, with aqua walls and a swirl design on the carpet. The front desk resembled an island tiki-style shop, with an overhang made of faux banana tree leaves. 

An older woman was stationed at the desk. She had sharp features and impeccable blond hair smoothed back on her head. When we entered, she stepped around the front desk. Her arms went wide as she hurried toward us. “Victor Morgan. We were waiting for you.”

“Nice to see you, too, Janet,” Victor said. His smile brightened and he clutched her hands. 

Janet stepped in, and air-kissed his cheek twice, once on each side. She released him and turned to me. “And who is this delightful creature?”

“Janet, this is Sang Sorenson.”

“Sang,” Janet’s smile warmed. She reached for my hand the same way as she’d grasped for Victor’s. She leaned in, air kissing each cheek. “Thanks for coming,” she said, in a tone that suggested she had been waiting for me to walk in since forever.

It was startling. I didn’t mean to stiffen up, but I suddenly found myself shy. I tried to smile, but I ended up glancing at Victor, nearly pleading for help.

“Sang and I are in desperate need for something deep tissue.” He took my hand, guiding me until I was beside him. “And whatever she wants. It’s her first time.”

Janet beamed. “Absolutely. We’ve got a package deal today, if you’re interested. There’s the couples deep tissue massage, with a European facial, pedicure and Vichy shower.”

“Swap out the shower for a manicure and you’ve sold me.”

Janet smiled. “Of course.” Her eyes fell eagerly on me. “Do you want the manicure or I could throw in a haircut and style, too.”

“I know you want to,” Victor said, holding his hand up in a stopping motion. “Gabriel’s already claimed her hair, and he’d kill me if I let her anywhere near a pair of scissors.”

Janet started a soft pout. “You need to convince Gabriel to come work for me.”

Victor laughed. 

Janet led the way around the front desk and down a narrow hallway. She opened a door near the end, and ushered us inside. 

The room was wide, with two massage tables in the middle. The front of the room had a wide window that overlooked a garden with a second koi pond and fountain. There was another fountain inside against the wall, the water trickling down into a small cluster of bamboo plants in what looked like an antique tub. 

“There’s a partition,” Janet said, pointing to a white wicker folding wall near the corner. “There’s robes and towels behind it. Would you like me to set the partition up between the tables?”

“No, thank you,” Victor said absently, entering further into the room.

Janet flashed a smile at me, shared a wink. “Adam and Lei should be with you shortly. They’ll get you started.” She closed the door. 

Victor turned to me the moment Janet was gone. The fire eyes were lit up to a gentle roar. “I think you’ll love this.”

“It’s a pretty ... room,” I said, wanting to be excited as he was but unable to comment much. “Janet is nice.”

“She’s my favorite. I love this place. There’s spas downtown but they’re always so stuffy. Janet loves her work.”

“This is her place?”

“She worked pretty hard to build it up,” Victor said. His hands went to his shirt. He started unbuttoning. “I think she did great with it. I want to say I wish it were in town, but don’t want any of those snobs knowing about it.”

My eyebrow lifted as he removed his shirt, and tossed it onto a nearby chair. “What are we doing, exactly?”

He blinked at me. “Getting massages,” he said. He untucked the ribbed undershirt, pulling it up over his head. He tossed it alongside his shirt. 

“Am I ... um ...” I wanted to ask a question but the sight of his bare chest was causing my mind to blank out.

He grinned at me, his hands going to his hips. “Yes, you get naked. Or maybe ... no, you can leave your underwear on if you want. I usually don’t.”

“O—oh,” I said, half turning toward the wall, my eyes going to the open wide window. “What am I supposed to do?”

Victor chuckled. “I’ll go behind the partition, okay? Get undressed.” He moved to the white foldable wall. He reached behind it, finding a small towel and handed it to me. “Put this around your waist and climb onto that table. Lay face down. There’s a pillow for your head there.”

I held back a whimper, eyeballing the table. It looked comfortable, but I wasn’t sure if I was ready for massages.

Victor disappeared behind the partition. I could hear him unbuckling his belt. I hurried to get undressed. I wanted to be down on the table before he came back out. I threw my clothes off, including my underwear, and tossed them next to Victor’s things. I scrambled indelicately onto the table, realizing too late I probably needed to wrap the towel around my waist first before I climbed up. I readjusted the towel around my hips awkwardly before lying face down onto the padded table. 

I was just in time before Victor came around the partition again. Maybe he’d seen quite a bit of my body earlier when he found me in the shower, but now my modesty was catching up with me. To be honest, being flat on my stomach and with my butt covered, he probably saw more of my skin when I wore my bathing suit. My important parts were covered, but I felt so exposed. It wasn’t a horrible feeling with him. I trusted him. I just wasn’t sure what to think of it.

Victor clutched his own white towel around his hips. The cord with the silver medallion still hung from his neck. He strolled over to me, lowered down until he planted a kiss on my forehead. “You’re going to love this. Don’t look so scared.”

“What does your medallion mean?” I asked. I’d been wanting to ask for a while and kept forgetting. Now I didn’t have anything else to talk about and I didn’t want to think about being naked anymore.

He moved back and leaned against the second massage table. His fingers fluttered up until he was touching the medallion at his neck. “This thing?”

“Yes,” I said. “Does it mean something? I thought there was a heart in there, but I wasn’t sure.”

His eyes lit up, the smoldering roaring to life. “My mother gave it to me when I was younger. It was on one of those trips to Europe. You see the heart?”

I nodded. The interweaving lines in the middle made a heart, but it was broken up by another symbol that I wasn’t sure at first.

“The other symbol is a triangle shield—protection. Protect your heart. My mother used to tell me that.”

“Why?”

His lips twisted in his smile, as if he was hesitant to tell me. “My mother always used to warn me that girls were going to be a problem.”

I almost wanted to mention that Silas had once told me that girls were throwing themselves at him because he was a famous, rich musician. “Are they a problem?”

“Oh god, yeah,” he said. “They’re monsters. They bat their fake eyelashes like they’re about to go blind and tell me to buy them things. No...telling me isn’t the right word. Demand? Demanding in a high-pitched voice that resembles whining? That’s probably closer to what it is.”

“What do they ask for?”

“Expensive things.”

“Like birthday cards?”

He smirked. He reached out, popping me on the bare thigh with his palm. “Shut up or I’ll buy you a car or a yacht or something.”

“Don’t buy me a car.”

“You didn’t say no to the yacht, so I’ll get you one of those.”

“Victor!”

He was still laughing when the door opened. Two male attendants entered. My cheeks flared hot. I knew this was going to happen, but I guess I wasn’t prepared for it as much as I thought. I lowered myself more, until I was nearly squishing my breasts into the table. I tucked my arms into my sides, trying to mask my nakedness a little.

“Good morning, sugar dumplings,” the taller one said, with Adam written on his nametag. “Ah. A new face. Let me introduce myself. I’m Adam. This is my partner, Lei. Victor, I’ve seen you before, welcome back.”

“Hi, Adam,” Victor said. He pushed himself onto the second massage table. He lowered himself onto his stomach and propped himself up on his elbows. He nodded toward me. “This is Sang.”

“Sang,” Adam came closer. He picked my hand up, untucking it from my side and pressing his lips briefly to my knuckles before releasing it. “Any friend of Victor’s is welcome here. Lei’s going to be your partner today, okay?”

“Okay,” I said in a quiet voice. I had a choice?

“We’re good with a deep tissue massage this morning? And then manis and pedis and a facial? Oh god, her hair. Tell me we’re playing with her hair.” Adam reached out, his fingers smoothing over a lock that had fallen out of the clip in my hair.

Victor leaned up on one elbow, his face in his palm. “I don’t even know if I’m allowed to let you touch it. Gabriel’s claimed her.”

“That rotten bastard. I won’t cut it but will you let me style it? Please? I won’t even charge.”

Victor’s eyes met mine. “It’s up to you.”

I didn’t know what to say. My face lit up similar to Victor’s eyes. “If Gabriel won’t be mad.”

Adam grinned. “I won’t tell him if you won’t. Or I might. He’s cute when he’s pissed off. I keep thinking one of these days he’ll come bat for our team.”

I shot silent questions at Victor but he only slightly shook his head. He wasn’t going to answer me now.

Adam snapped his fingers. “You two relax. It’s time for us to take over.”

I don’t know what I had envisioned before when Victor talked about the spa. Maybe it was from reading about them in books or from watching something in a movie, but I’d always thought they’d be uncomfortable and boring.

I was uncomfortable for a total of sixty seconds, just long enough for Lei to warm up his hands against my back. 

After that point, I think I was in a daze. I’m pretty sure I moaned louder than at any other point in my entire life. It only took a few minutes before I totally forgot I was naked. I didn’t even care anymore. Lei’s hands were magic. 

After about an hour, Lei released me. The muscles in my body had been massaged thoroughly.

I sensed Victor getting up. “Sang,” he called to me. “Princess. Time for round two.”

“Nu-uh,” I said, slurred since I was talking to the pillow my head was on. “I want round one again.”

Victor laughed. His hand dropped down on my thigh and he tugged at me. “Come on. You’ll like this next part, too.”

Victor’s promise was the only thing that got me up off that table. We were given robes and directed to another room. This one had warm, enveloping chairs that leaned back. A couple of girls were called in, and they dipped our feet in warm tubs of water, massaging our calves as we soaked and softened. My girl used a scrub against the bottom of my feet. I felt on edge during it. Lei made me comfortable despite not knowing him. Now, I wasn’t so sure I liked being touched by people I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure why.

“You go barefoot way too much,” the girl said. 

“She loves it,” Victor said. 

“I’m okay without shoes,” I said.

Victor beamed. “’Cause you’re weird. Most girls like shoes.”

I shot him a look. 

During the pedicures, Adam came back, tailed by Lei. They both hovered over my head, discussing in murmurs things they wanted to do to my hair. I wanted to catch Victor’s attention, but Adam’s body was in the way.

From that point on, I was polished, brushed, sprayed, combed, styled and other things I didn’t know the name of. 

I wasn’t sure how long it took, but it felt like hours before I actually saw Victor again, even though he’d been next to me the entire time. My nails and toenails were a light shade of pink. My hair felt different. They hadn’t cut it, but they managed to sweep most of it off my shoulders, and the rest they set into soft curls. 

When Victor saw me, his eyes widened and his smile lit up like his eyes. “Gabriel might have a rival in you, Adam.”

“Please tell me he’s got the formula for this color,” Adam said. He curled one of the locks of my hair between his fingers. “I need to know what he did.”

“That’s all her,” Victor said, beaming. “Not a drop of dye on her head.”

“You’ll have to bring her back. I want to try to match it.”

I grinned at Victor. For another massage, I’d let Adam cut off all my hair and glue sequins to my bald head. 

Victor laughed at my expression. “I think you’ve won her over. If I knew that was all it took, I’d have brought her here sooner.” An eyebrow cocked. “Or learned to do it myself.”

“Anytime you want to learn, come by. I teach a class.”

Victor had to drag me away from the guys when it was time to go. By then it was noon, and I was starving. I buried my cheek against Victor’s shoulder as he swiped his credit card at the front desk. As I did, my stomach started growling.

Victor laughed, shaking his head. “You’re welcome, Princess. And yes, we’ll go to lunch. Where do you want to go?”

“Someplace you like.”

“There’s a little bistro not far from here.” He signed the receipt. I tried not to glance at the slip, but I couldn’t help but notice Victor leaving a tip that matched the price of the spa package and I nearly choked. Victor gave 100% tips. He hooked my arm through his, turning me away from the spa. He waved at Janet standing by the front desk. “We’ll be back,” he called to her.

“Just give me a call,” Janet said, waving goodbye.

“Victor,” I said as he opened the door.

“Yes?”

“I like the spa.”

He leaned over, his lips planting a kiss at my temple. “I know.”

A spark lit up my heart. I couldn’t find my voice to tell him what I was really thinking. I did like the spa.

I really liked him. 

I was leaning against him as we approached his car in the lot. My fingers intertwined with his. I was wondering how I could tell him what I was thinking. It was in my heart and I wanted to let him know. I felt like him with his inability to keep a gift for too long. I wanted to say it right now before I forgot or before this feeling escaped. I simply couldn’t find the words.

“Sang,” he said and he stopped a few feet away from his car.

The way he said my name had me confused only for a second. It was distressed, and so out of sync with the last couple of hours that I thought perhaps I did something wrong. I straightened, caught his line of sight and followed it.

The hood of the car had a manila folder stuck to it. My name was scrawled in red on the outside.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“Get in the car,” he said. He hit the button on his set of keys. “We need to leave.”

He opened my door for me. I got in. He closed the door behind me before jogging around the car. He snatched up the envelope, flipped open the folder and gazed at what was inside. His eyes widened, the frown deepening. He half crumpled the folder in his hand, as if ready to toss it away. He stopped midway through, looked again, and stuffed it under his arm as he opened the driver’s side door.

“What is it?” I asked as he sat inside.

“I don’t want to show you,” he said. He closed the door and jammed his keys into the ignition, turning the engine over.

“I want to see it,” I said. “It had my name on it.”

“You don’t want this.”

“Show me. Don’t keep it to yourself. Something’s wrong.”

He frowned, but pulled the folder from his arm. He turned in the seat, holding it up to me. “Do you remember how you felt inside the spa? Do you remember how nice Adam and Lei were? Do you remember that feeling?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“I don’t want this to change that. This shouldn’t be here at all, and I don’t want this to ruin what just happened. This wasn’t Adam or Janet or any of them. Okay?”

“Victor?”

He sighed, passing along the folder to me.

Suddenly I didn’t want to look inside. I couldn’t help it though. Victor knew. I’d asked. I needed to know.

Inside of the folder was a collection of pictures. 

Each one was of me. Each one was a progression of me walking into the spa, then me inside the spa through the big window in the back room, getting undressed, then me talking with Victor, then Lei massaging my back.

And each one had the same message, a message scrawled over my face like the one that had been delivered to their phones.

I’ll squash you like the leech you are.

Reroute

––––––––
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Where are we going?” I asked Victor.

“We’re getting our phones changed and then I’m dropping you off with someone else.”

“Why? What’s happening?” 

“This guy is following us.” His hands twisted on the steering wheel. “He’s following you around. This isn’t phone harassment anymore. He’s stalking you.

“I don’t get it. He tried to get me into the car last night trying to talk to me like he wants to help me, and here he is doing things like this.”

“He’s crazy, Sang. Chances are there’s some weird rationalization only he knows that we wouldn’t be able to understand.” He changed lanes, weaving around traffic to hurry along. “What we need to do now is ... I don’t know. I don’t have a phone to reach anyone.”

“No one else has their phones, either.”

“Mr. Blackbourne always has one. He’s got an emergency one.”

“Mr. Blackbourne carries a second cell phone?”

“That surprises you?”

I wasn’t sure what to think about it anymore. “Would anyone else be by a landline phone?”

“Possibly North and Luke if they’re at the diner. I might be able to pass a message through Uncle if he’s there. Maybe Dr. Green.” Victor snapped his fingers. “That’s it. Yes. I’m taking you to Dr. Green’s after this.”

“Why can’t I stay with you?” I didn’t mean to sound like I didn’t want to visit Dr. Green, but whoever was following us, he was following Victor, too. I didn’t want him to be alone.

“I’ve got to go back to the spa.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m going to check out security cameras, talk with some people around there. We need to do this quick. First I want to get a phone so I can reach you. I’ll call in someone to go with me.”

Victor turned into a cell phone store parking lot. I jumped out of the car before he could open my door. I thought we didn’t have time for that kind of thing. He hesitated for only a moment, before snatching up my hand. 

At the door of the store, he stopped to open the door for me. I bit my tongue. I wanted to tell him not to worry about it, but I couldn’t help feeling the warmth of the little things he did to look out for me. 

We stood in line to wait our turn at the counter. Victor’s thumb slid across the back of my hand at a rapid tempo. I couldn’t blame him. Every two minutes, I turned around to check out the car, watching out the window for anyone flashing pictures or trying to leave more photos on his windshield. 

When Victor was at the counter, he ordered four brand new iPhones with new phone numbers, all under his name. The man behind the counter eyeballed him, but when Victor yanked out the black credit card, the guy started ringing it up and opening the boxes to start the process of getting them working.

After the first one took time to put together, I let go of Victor to wander off to a wall of cell phones. There were only a couple of other people in the store, so I was within sight. Victor was tapping at the new phone. I fiddled with display models.

I poked at an iPad display when another employee emerged from the back of the store. He carried a stack of cell phone cases and started loading them onto a wall unit. The face was familiar to me. I stared at him trying to figure out where I’d seen him before.

The boy must have sensed me staring because he turned. It wasn’t until I caught his full face that I remembered him being the nerd boy I’d bumped into in the waiting room of the school office the day before. Was it only yesterday?

“Hi,” I said. “You work here?”

The boy blinked at me in surprise. “Y ... yeah.” Maybe it was because of the store uniform, but he also looked distinguished. It was a good look for him to wear a polo and slacks.

“There’s school going on, isn’t there?” I asked.

His glasses shifted on his nose, sliding down a little. Part of the frame was crooked so maybe they didn’t fit right. “Y ... yes. I ... we ... I get out of school early.”

“How?”

“It’s my last year. I only needed two more classes.”

He looked so young, I would have thought he was my age, not closer to eighteen. “You’re a senior?”

“Something like that.”

I caught a glimpse of the nametag on his shirt. “Your name’s Wil?”

He touched the corner of his glasses, smudging part of the lens. “Y ... yes.”

“Can I ask you something?” This was great. He worked in a cell phone store. He ought to know. “How could someone duplicate a SIM card?”

His eyebrow arched up on his head. “You mean transfer the data from one card to the other or do you mean an actual copy?”

“I mean one person has an original and another person has a duplicate of the exact card.”

He brushed his fingers at the base of his neck. “I suppose if you had the phone. I imagine some hackers have a machine for that kind of thing.”

“What if you didn’t have the phone? Or the SIM card? What if all you had was the phone number?” It was the question that had been bugging me earlier. My phone was never out of my sight. I couldn’t believe that in the few minutes it was with Kota, it would have gone to anyone else. He wouldn’t do that. It wasn’t like Kota.

Wil shook his head. “Sounds impossible.”

“So they would need to physically duplicate the SIM card to intercept calls?”

“No. Someone can do that. It’s just hard to duplicate a SIM card without the actual SIM card.”

I tilted my head at him, reaching to brush my fingertips at his arm. “Wait, you can intercept phone calls without having the card?”

His eyes suddenly focused on my hand where I was touching him. I retracted my hand, unsure. I’d been around the guys too long, and didn’t know anything about touching. He stared back at me. “Sure. It’s actually easier if you just pick up on the phone signal.”

“What do you mean?”

He looked nervously across the room. “Are you sure you need to know this? Are you planning on hacking phones? You know it’s illegal.”

“I’m ... curious.” 

“It’s kind of like cordless phones. Cell phones are similar. There’s a frequency flying through the air. All you need to have is some sort of scanner to catch the signal.”

“Will it pick up text messages, too?”

“I suppose if you could tap into the right frequency.” 

“What would it look like?”

Wil gazed back around the store, as if nervous someone could overhear. “I don’t know if I should talk about it.”

“Please?” I pursed my lips, glancing back at Victor, but he was busy at the counter. I returned to Wil. “Can I tell you something?”

Wil lifted a curious eyebrow. “I guess.”

“I think someone at school has been listening in on my phone calls and intercepting my text messages. I just don’t know who.”

Wil winced. “Are you sure?”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you seen those other kids? They’re kind of dumb.” He waved his hand in the air. “No offense. Not all of them. Not you. I mean.”

“But is it possible one of them could carry around a device that could listen in on phone calls?”

“Sure, I guess. Maybe if they had a friend that could make them one. I think I heard in the news the other week about someone carrying around what looked like a cell phone, but he was able to pick up all the phone signals around him. He also got arrested and sent to prison for like a million years.”

“So it can look like a cell phone?”

“Or a laptop. I’m sure if what you say is true, it’s some sort of electronic gadget. It wouldn’t have to be too powerful to pick up a phone signal. It just needs the right program.”

That wasn’t what I was hoping for. The school was full of students with cell phones. I was sure a few of them had tablets and other things. How could we find one device that picked up other signals among a sea of cell phones?

Wil watched me, rubbing nervously at the back of his neck. “Are ... you okay, Sang?”

I straightened, startled again that he knew my name. But then, everyone at the school seemed to know. “Yes. Sorry, Wil. But thank you.”

“Any time, I guess,” he said.

I walked away and back to Victor. The assistant at the counter was finishing up the fourth cell phone. He handed the bundle to Victor, and bagged the chargers and boxes.

Victor fiddled with one of the phones. “Did you find a pink case?”

“I was looking for one?”

He passed the phone he was holding to me. “You can use the old one. I didn’t bring it with me.”

“Victor?”

“Hm?”

“What if whoever intercepted the calls didn’t duplicate the SIM card? What if he used a ... receptor phone? Like a cell phone that could pick up phone signals?”

Victor raised an eyebrow. “You mean like a scanner?”

“Yeah.”

Victor raked his fingers through his wavy hair. “I guess all he needs to do is be within range. But if we’re always on the move, then it’d be difficult. The thing would have to be near us all the time.”

“How close would he have to be?”

“Not sure. Within the same room, I think.”

I fingered the phone in my hands, unfamiliar and shiny with newness. “So if he wanted to intercept my cell phone signal with one, he’d have to follow wherever my cell phone went.”

“Right.”

“And he can follow a cell phone using the GPS tracker.”

Victor frowned. “That’s a lot of work,” he said. “That’s assuming your phone is going to be on all the time. You’ve had yours off for a while. I’m surprised this guy found my car at the spa. That was really last minute, random, and we didn’t have phones with us.”

That stopped my original train of thought, but I caught something in what he said. “So if he wanted to follow us to the spa, he had to follow us from somewhere he knew we’d be.”

“Yeah.”

“So he was at your house.”

His lips parted like he wanted to respond but he stopped short and stopped walking, too. His hand shot out, grasping the back of my head. He grabbed me, bringing me close and kissing my forehead in a quick peck. “Sang, I don’t care what Kota tells you. You’re an Academy girl.” 

The Good Doctor

Twenty minutes later, I was at the entryway to a familiar hospital building. I had the iPhone with me. Victor loaded it with the new phone numbers, and he loaded an app for Mr. Blackbourne’s emergency line, the only app on the phone. 

Victor had warned me he was going to drop me off, and I needed to go inside and find Dr. Green. I wondered how he felt comfortable leaving me at the entrance, but he said to hurry inside and I didn’t get a chance to question him.

When I crossed through the mirrored sliding glass doors, I found myself to be the old lost and alone Sang again. Despite everything they’d taught me over the weeks I’d known them, I felt braver when they were nearby.

As Victor had promised, there was a desk inside the front lobby. An elderly woman with silver hair, braided and tossed over her shoulder, addressed me. “Good morning,” she said with a pleasant smile. “Are you lost?”

“I’m looking for Dr. Green.”

“Ah, the good doctor,” she said. “One moment, dear.” She turned to her computer screen. She typed in a few letters, and clicked something with the mouse. She turned the computer screen toward me. “See this? This is where you are. This is where Dr. Green is. Looks like he’s visiting a patient. You can go see him if you’d like.”

They tracked the location of each doctor? Was I allowed to walk in on him while he was with a patient? I’d been to the hospital with my stepmother a few times. That didn’t seem right. “Is he busy?”

“Never too busy, sweetheart,” she said, smiling warmly, reassuring. “Can you find your way?”

I nodded. Maybe I was wrong. “Thank you.”

She waved goodbye. Something in the ease of her smile was different than what I’d gotten from hospital staff in the past. On occasion, while my stepmother was at a hospital, Marie and I had to accompany my father to see her. While the staff had been friendly, I always felt there was this barrier between us that could never be broken. We were guests. 

Still, as I wandered through the quiet hallways, I occasionally passed an attendant or nurse who would pause and ask if they could help. I don’t know why, but it was sweet. It felt comfortable in the hallways. The décor itself surpassed that of other hospitals I’d been in. It wasn’t just clean; it felt like the interior was new and well maintained.

After getting turned around a couple of times, I asked a nurse upstairs for Dr. Green, and she pointed me toward an open door at the end of the hallway. I followed her directions and as I got closer, I recognized Dr. Green’s voice drifting down the hallway. I didn’t mean to pry, as I didn’t want to be invasive, but I peeked in the doorway.

“So there I was, on top of a pile of seashells, naked as a blue jay, covered in seaweed. I climbed over the top,” Dr. Green said, emphasizing by waving his hands over his head wildly. His sandy brown hair swayed in the air. “And I said, ‘Argh! What are you doing here?’”

The elderly woman in the bed soundlessly covered her mouth with her fingers and her shoulders shook with laughter. She did it so quietly, I didn’t even hear her inhale when she gulped for another breath of air between giggles.

Dr. Green laughed, resting a hand on his forehead. “You should have seen those boys. They ran so fast, you’d have thought I was the devil come to collect.”

The woman in the bed caught sight of me. She turned to Dr. Green, waving emphatically and signaling. Dr. Green turned on his heels, his doctor’s coat drifting up around his legs slightly as he spun. “Well, if it isn’t the future Mrs. Green.” He rocked his eyebrows up and turned back, winking at the woman in the bed. “Excuse me, won’t you? I have to ask my future wife where she might like to go on our first date.”

I tried to hide my surprise. I remembered Victor had once hinted that Dr. Green was a flirt. I tried not to take it personally. I told myself he was just being nice and amusing for the older woman’s benefit. Right?

The woman in the bed laughed, again without sound. She used sign language to say something to Dr. Green and he beamed, signing back and waving goodbye. I was surprised. I knew Kota and Luke communicated with sign language, but I didn’t know Dr. Green knew it, too. I had been practicing my own sign language with Luke, but Dr. Green’s and the woman’s hands were too fast for me to follow. I couldn’t figure out what they were saying.

He turned to me, hooked an arm around my shoulders, guiding me out of the room.

“What did she say?” I asked as he walked with me down the hallway.

“She said, ‘Lucky girl. Treat her right.’”

“And what did you tell her?”

Dr. Green laughed. “Well, wouldn’t you like to know?” Despite his bubbly appearance, his light green eyes were heavy with dark circles, and his chin was unshaven. The gruff look wasn’t horrible on him, but I wanted to ask him to sit down and rest since he looked so tired. He smiled at me. “Is it just you?”

“Victor doesn’t want me going with him now. There’s ... um ...” I twisted my lips, unsure of where to start talking.

“Long story?” 

I nodded, losing my voice as I glanced around the corridor, wondering who was listening in. 

He sighed. He squeezed me tighter by the shoulders. “Come on. The cafeteria here sells a wonderful apple pie. Love the hair by the way.”

I hid my smile as I followed Dr. Green through the corridors to a small hospital cafeteria. I let him pick out a couple of sandwiches, a couple of apple pie slices and two water bottles. I sat with him at one of the tables by the windows that overlooked a small garden between the hospital wing and another building next door. 

While we ate, Dr. Green had me fill him in on what had happened since he last saw us. I got the feeling he knew some of it and mostly wanted to catch up on the last couple of hours. 

“So I told him whoever it was probably followed us from his house,” I said. “Then he said he was going to get someone to go with him, but he wanted to drop me off here.”

Dr. Green nodded, licking his spoon of the last of the sugary filling he could scrape up from his apple pie dish. “Here’s what I want to know. Why tell you to get in the car the one night, and the next tell you off like he hated you?”

“That’s what I asked Victor. He just said he was crazy.”

“Crazy or not, sometimes figuring out how a person thinks will help us predict his next move.”

“Did you and Luke and the others manage to find that list of people in class?”

“Yes, and they were all accounted for today for your class, and none of them drive blue Corollas. I heard this morning from Silas that they’re checking out the cars belonging to their parents and even their grandparents. Most of those little monsters stopped texting you yesterday evening, actually.”

“Victor said they were getting replies back from ... from the guy.”

“And they sounded like nasty messages, from what I’ve heard. I’m afraid you’re going to have to deal with the fallout from that when you get to school.”

“I’ll be happy if they just give up on sending notes during class.” I sighed. “What about Mr. Blackbourne? And Kota? Did they figure out what’s going on with the fake bomb box?”

“They tracked down someone they thought had made the phone call,” he said. He spun his spoon around on his pie plate, as if trying to scrape up invisible crumbs. “But he had a reliable alibi. I think they’ve reached a dead end.”

I slid the plate with my half-eaten slice toward him. 

He lit up, but checked with me about whether I was sure. 

“Go ahead.”

“You don’t eat enough.”

“I can’t eat when I’m thinking.”

“Not me. I need something to keep my brain going.” He dove his spoon into the pie, picking out an apple piece and putting it to his mouth. “I think apple pie is my favorite. Although, ask me tomorrow and I might change my mind.”

I didn’t know what else to talk about. It felt like we were all at dead ends, except for Victor, and I wasn’t allowed to follow him. “Who was the lady you were talking to upstairs?”

His smile softened. “Miss Jenny? She’s a little sweetheart. She’s actually head of the Rose Society for downtown Charleston. She came in because she needed a replacement ankle bone. Hers shattered. The crazy lady was up on a ladder with a chainsaw trying to hack back one of her palm trees.”

My eyes widened. “Her? With a chainsaw?”

“That’s what I said. I told her next time to use a hedge trimmer. She’d get a more even cut.”

My lips parted in surprise and I sat back. “You’re not going to let her go up on the ladder again, are you?”

“Why not?”

“Well, because for one she just shattered her ankle.”

“Oh,” he said, and grinned. “I thought you were going to tell me she was too old.”

“That might be a good reason. Couldn’t she get someone else?”

Dr. Green shook his head, and some of the sandy hair fell into his eyes. “I’ve tried to tell her that, but she doesn’t listen. You know what she told me?”

“What?”

He curled his fingers at me to come closer. I leaned over the table. He bent toward me, looked me in the eye and said in a quiet voice, “She said the secret to long life is to never stop moving. The moment you stop, you’re dying.” He poked me in the arm and sat back. “That’s your lesson today. Expect a test tomorrow.”

I giggled a little. “Always teaching?”

“I don’t have to today,” he said. “That was just a bonus.” He polished off the last of the apple pie, licking the spoon like a lollipop. “Ready?”

“For what?”

“You’ll see.”

He collected our dishes and cleaned the table. He had me follow him through the corridors and up a couple of flights of stairs to the third floor. Down another hallway, he glanced back and forth at the names written on the whiteboards posted beside the doors. He came to a door without a name, opened it up and peeked inside. He opened the door further and ushered me in.

It was an empty hospital room, with a single bed beside a wide window that overlooked the parking lot and into part of downtown Charleston. I stepped quietly to the window, gazing out at busy people, again feeling the separation. Here I was, hiding from someone out there who was chasing me. I was avoiding school, and knew secret Academy things no one else would ever know. Me and them.

There was a creaking behind me. I turned and spotted Dr. Green stretched out on top of the hospital bed. His legs were crossed and he was on his side, his head propped up on his arm. He smiled at me and patted the spot beside him. “Come lay here for a moment.”

My heart started to rattle in my chest. “Um ...”

“Just for a minute.”

I crossed the room, and knelt partially onto the bed. It was wide, like my own bed that Victor had bought for me. I’d meant to only sit next to him, but Dr. Green clutched at my arm and drew me down against the bed until I was beside him.

“What are we doing?” I asked in a voice barely a whisper. I wasn’t sure why I was whispering, but I felt like we shouldn’t be doing this.

“Just close your eyes for a minute,” he said.

My eyes widened instead. “What?”

“Go ahead,” he said. His fingers drifted out, catching my eyelashes. He hovered his fingers over me until my eyes naturally closed. 

I couldn’t stop grinning, feeling ridiculous. Within seconds, I was opening my eyes again.

“Not long enough,” he said. His green eyes smiled at me. “And no giggling. You girls and your incessant giggling. If it wasn’t so cute, I’d give you all detention for it.”

“I ...”

“And you’re the worst. Your giggling’s infectious and it sets everyone else off. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. First Luke breaks out, and then the rest of them start.”

“But ...” 

“Nope, stop. You’re going to get me in trouble. Close your eyes.”

I sighed, laying back and closing my eyes. I half expected another tease, a water gun squirt to the face, or something surprising. The worst part was not knowing Dr. Green well enough. He was playful, but did that make him like Luke with his antics? Or was he more like Kota or Nathan, who could tease but in a more relaxed way?

When a couple of minutes passed, I whispered. “How long?”

“Shhh,” he whispered back.

♥♥♥
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At first, I was really still and feeling peaceful. I thought it was only a couple of minutes from when I first closed my eyes. When my eyes fluttered open again, I knew it had taken a lot longer than that. There was the way my throat felt closed off as if I’d been asleep for a while. I sensed time had passed in the way the sunlight had shifted in the window nearby. I felt the creak of my muscles after having spent too much time in the same spot.

When I looked over, Dr. Green was awake, the shadows under his eyes had lessened a little. His smile was sleepy, but just as broad.

I made a slight noise as I sighed. I shifted from my back to my side, rubbing at my eyes. “I fell asleep.”

“Just what the doctor ordered.”

I breathed out a giggle, but the moment it slipped from my lips, his fingers covered my mouth.

“What did I tell you about that giggle? If you start now, you’ll go all evening and get all my patients started and it’ll take me forever to calm them down.”

I breathed in, noticing the citrus, ginger and cedar blend mix of his cologne. “Did you sleep, too?” I asked against his fingers.

“Of course not. I’m a doctor on duty,” he said. “But if one of my visitors wanders off into a room by herself, I can’t simply just leave her alone and unsupervised.” He dropped his fingers from my mouth. “If anyone asks you, I was awake the entire time.”

“Mr. Blackbourne said I’m a terrible liar.”

“Not good at lying. Not good at eating.” He grinned. “We’ll have to work a little harder to figure out what you are good at.” 

I scoffed at him. Such a tease!

“Except sleeping. You’re a fine sleeper.” He sat up on the bed, swinging his legs over. Part of his hair in the back was sticking up. He spun around, winking at me. “I’ve got to go make another round. Will you join me or would you like to nap a little longer?”

Instead of answering him, I got up off the bed. I hadn’t noticed before, but maybe I was really tired, too. The nap made me feel a lot better. I didn’t want to stay still anymore.

Dr. Green beamed. “A girl after my own heart. Give her five minutes and she’s ready to go.”

“How long do you have to work tonight?”

He led the way out of the room and down the corridor again toward the elevator. “I should be here until about eleven, maybe midnight, if anything interesting happens.”

I choked back a sound of surprise. “That’s not how late you normally work, is it?”

“Of course not. That’s just the weekdays. On the weekends without teaching class, I’m usually here until well after two in the morning.”

“But you can’t do that.”

“What can’t I do?” he asked. He smacked the button for the elevator. “I’m a doctor. Last I checked, they allowed doctors to work at the hospital.”

“But you have to sleep. No wonder you take naps in the—”

“Shhh,” he said. His eyes widened, but his smile lingered like he wasn’t worried about it. “I swear, tell a girl a secret, and she tells everyone.”

“I mean,” I said in a quieter voice. The elevator doors opened. I followed him inside. “You can’t keep going like that. Don’t you get a day off?”

“On occasion.”

“When?”

“The last one I had, I believe it was when you had us all over to your house and we told that mother and father of yours to give you to us or face the consequences.” He beamed. “I think we won.”

I rolled my eyes. “Dr. Green...”

“Sean.”

I stopped, blinking after him. “Hm?”

“My name is Sean. You can call me Sean, if you want.”

“Sean,” I said slowly, feeling awkward. “Oh, sorry. It’s just the boys call you...”

“I know they call me Doc, but they work for me. You don’t, so you don’t have to deal with that formality.” His eyes lit up. “Say it again.”

I tilted my head at him. “Say?”

“Will you say my name again?”

My eyebrow lifted. “Sean?”

“I like how you say it. When Owen talks to me, he’s so sharp. You give it that cute spin at the end, like you’re asking my name instead of saying it.”

“Owen?”

He laughed. “He makes you call him Mr. Blackbourne. I keep telling him he needs to let girls call him by his first name. He’ll never get a girlfriend being so formal all the time.”

My lips were still parted, my mouth hung slightly open when the elevator doors slid apart, letting us out onto the first floor.

“Come on,” he said. “There’s a couple of new babies I haven’t played with yet.”

Down through a maze of corridors, Dr. Green stopped short in front of a wide window that overlooked the nursery. Inside there were only five little babies, with pink or blue knit hats, and monitors attached to each one. All five were sleeping.

“Ah, I was hoping one of them was awake,” he said, looking in on the group. 

I stood beside him, looking at the tiny little things. 
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