
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


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.”
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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 leapt, 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.
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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 loud speakers 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 moustache 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.
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“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 leapt 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.
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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 in to 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 of 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.
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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.
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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.”
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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.
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