
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


I pulled my bag onto my shoulders and stood, testing the weight of it. Did we have to hike to the campground? “Gabriel packed all my clothes. I need more?”

He shrugged. “Probably not. I just get used to hearing about girls packing half the house.”

“Can we bring the house?” I asked. “At least the heater part?”

His smile faded. “Peanut, don’t tell me you’re an indoor girl.”

I shook my head and leaned into him a little, putting a hand on his chest. “I like the idea of camping, but I was thinking of how cold it’s been at night.”

His blue eyes were intense and he pressed himself against my hand before he put down his bag on the bed and covered my hand with his. “If it’s too much for you, you tell me. I’ll make sure you stay warm.” 
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Kota Lee brushed strands of my dirty blond hair away from my forehead and then pressed the back of his palm against it. “You feel warm still.” He sat next to me on his bed, wearing green and white plaid flannel pajama pants and a green T-shirt. He studied my face. 

Dr. Green stood in front of us, eyeballing me and waiting for the thermometer in my mouth to finish reading my temperature. His arms were folded over his chest, making creases in the untucked, unbuttoned yellow shirt, and the white T-shirt underneath.  He wore jeans, too, so I guessed he wasn’t going to work at the hospital today. “Let’s let the gadget thingie tell us if she has a fever.”

“The thermometer?” Kota asked.

Dr. Green dropped his hands, stuffed them into his pockets and shrugged. “I get so many gadget thingies. That’s what they all are.”

I smiled with the thermometer in my mouth. Strands of my hair fell over my cheeks, and while I tried to brush it back, Kota knocked my hands away from my face and gave me the eye to tell me not to move so they could get an accurate reading. I breathed out through my nose and waited, the loose hair tickling my forehead and cheeks. My hair was a mess after sleeping over; I must have thrashed around a lot in my sleep. 

After about a week of being sick, the other guys had slowly started to get back to normal, returning home. I’d stayed at Kota’s house, at first because I was sick, and later because I was helping the others to recover. There were times when I’d run over to Nathan’s house to take care of things while he was sick. I’d also or occasionally gone to the diner to help while Luke and North were recovering. 

My home base had shifted to Kota’s house because that was where everyone else usually ended up. Kota’s mother checked on us on occasion, too. 

Apparently everyone taking over Kota’s upstairs bedroom while being sick was normal for them, and she didn’t say a word about me joining the guys.

We had all just starting to feel right again when my temperature had jumped in an odd spike last night. I was feeling a little run-down but had assumed I was only tired. Kota checked my forehead, said I must have overworked myself into being sick again and sent me to bed early. 

Dr. Green hovered over us with a soft smile and a few curls of his dirty blond hair hanging around his forehead as he waited. He and Kota had such worried, concerned shadows behind their happy demeanors. 

I was going to say I was fine, but kept my mouth closed, hoping the thermometer would tell them for me.

When it beeped, he pulled it out and looked at the digital screen. “According to this, she’s dead.”

I giggled, sure he either was reading it upside down or just making a joke. “I’m fine,” I said, probably for the hundredth time that week. “I feel normal.”

Dr. Green held his smile but looked at the thermometer again. He pushed the button once, to turn it off, and then again to turn it on. “One more time, though. Seriously. I think you opened your mouth.”

I hadn’t but was willing to sit through it again just to prove I wasn’t sick...or dead.

Dr. Green put the thing under my tongue and then looked at Kota. “It’s not like we should be in a hurry. Right now, your schedules are all changed. You’ll go to homeroom and then to Music Room B while we figure out our next steps.”

“Sang, too?” Kota asked.

Dr. Green nodded. “She’s already pinned as one of us by most of the staff and her schedule is out of whack. Despite our efforts, she has been missing a lot of school. She might be getting straight A grades, but we weren’t able to totally mark her as in attendance as we thought we could. We might get away with it with a fake Academy record that she’s been at the other school on days off. Might as well officially enroll her with us full time so we can have control of her schedule.” His green eyes sparked with amusement. “Did you hear that? You’re stuck with us now.”

I grinned, although it was more like baring teeth to keep the thermometer in and then closed my mouth quickly. 

“What about Mr. Hendricks?” Kota asked, seeming to read my mind. “What happens when he wants something from her and tries to call her parents?”

“We’re going to face it sooner or later,” Dr. Green said. “What happens if we find this missing money? Hendricks will point fingers, including at her. The people he keeps close are ones with a lot of skeletons they want to keep in the closet. She’s not a threat to involve any police, but he could change that in a few seconds with a phone call. Based on who he is and his status, he could make things escalate very quickly and he’s not above lying. If we kick his beehive enough, he might do it.”

“We can stop it, though,” Kota said.

“We may need to get her off the radar before that happens.” He looked over to the window, to the street outside. “We’re taking a lot of risks trying to keep things as they were. The best thing to do right now is to get her away from the potential for harm when it all falls down. We were kidding ourselves. Extracting her from the school was never going to be easy, and we’ve made it ten times harder involving her as much as we have.”

Kota caught my attention with a stare and then winked at me. It wasn’t the first time I suspected things might change after this year when I’d possibly join with the Academy, but Dr. Green made it sound like they’d been planning for a while to get me out of Ashley Waters High School. 

Dr. Green continued going over how we’d handle the next few weeks. Since we’d gotten sick, Academy meetings had been held in person, usually at Kota’s house. With Volto getting closer and more dangerous and clearly listening in on any phone calls, despite Victor’s efforts to evade him, no one was taking any risks. Phone calls were only for every day normal things—no Academy business. 

I hadn’t turned on my new phone all week. Since mine had been compromised, Victor had provided a new one that had a unique heart sticker on the inside of the cover so I’d know if it’d been switched. Once we returned to school and the diner I’d have to carry it with me, but I planned only to use it for emergencies. I was paranoid now and waited until people were around to talk to them about anything, including simple, friendly things. 

When Dr. Green took the thermometer from me again, he shook his head and pouted. “Yup. Dead. Is this one broken?”

“What does it say?” Kota asked.

“Ninety-five point eight,” he said. “I thought you said she had a fever last night. This is the opposite of a fever, Kota. You should get her a heating blanket.”

“Ninety-six is my normal,” I said. Had this not come up before? Maybe not, since I hadn’t really been sick around them before. “If my temperature is ninety-eight, I’m uncomfortable and if it’s ninety-nine, I’m feeling really sick.” 

Dr. Green smirked and put the thermometer away. “You just break all the rules, don’t you? I wouldn’t mind taking a few blood tests to be sure it isn’t anything serious. It could be your normal or it could be something else.”

“Could it be serious?” Kota asked.

“Well, she doesn’t have a whole lot of other symptoms,” Dr. Green said. He raised a quizzical eyebrow and looked at me. “No internal pain?”

I shook my head.

“We don’t have to hurry with it,” Dr. Green said. “But I’ll put you on my schedule.”

Kota sighed and shook his head. He stood up and adjusted his shirt and pants from the mess they were in since we’d both just woken up. “Well, as long as she’s not very sick...or actually dead.” 

He headed toward the closet, pulling out clothes for himself. His brown hair was sticking out in the back in a way I liked; I’d come to enjoy his fresh-out-of-bed look. He was a lot like Mr. Blackbourne during the day, with hair just right and glasses polished. In the mornings, though, he was almost human, casual, and occasionally without his glasses. I found his face handsome, and admired it. 

Dr. Green waited until Kota was in the bathroom, and then reached for my forehead, pressing his palm to my skin. He held there and then eased back to brush some of my hair away from my eyes. “Almost ready to get back into the saddle, pumpkin?” he asked.

I tried to smile, but I was shaking my head at the same time. Could I ever be prepared to go back to school now? Every time I showed up, something strange or awful happened. I wasn’t even worried about the other students anymore. The teachers and staff were unpredictable enough.

“Well, you don’t have to go back right now,” he said. 

The door to the bathroom opened and Kota stepped out, dressed and ready for the day in jeans and a thin, green sweater. He had cleaned his glasses with a microfiber cloth and his brown hair was brushed neatly aside on his forehead. “So today’s the day, huh?” he asked.

“I figured with the two of you, we can get through them all in one day,” Dr. Green said. “Unless we’re missing any items. Hard to keep track. There’s a mountain.”

“Today’s the day we find out if we’re missing anyone,” Kota said. “A couple weeks out should be enough time to get more. And if that’s the case, we’ll just order things from the internet to be delivered. We’ve got time.”

I looked from Kota to Dr. Green and back. “Huh?” I asked. 

“Wrapping Day,” Dr. Green said. “I’ve got all the gifts at my house for Christmas this year. Now that everyone else is busy, you and Kota are going to help me sort and wrap them all up. You just don’t get to see your own, and you two have to wrap mine so I can pretend I don’t know what they are.” He finished with a satisfied grin.

I started to get up but froze as I thought about gifts. I’d started my shopping with Luke and Gabriel. Gabriel had tucked those items away, promising to send them on to Dr. Green to wrap. I hadn’t thought about it since.

I hadn’t finished shopping for everyone. And Gabriel had the rest of the cash I’d brought to buy them with. 

Dr. Green stepped away from the bed to talk to Kota. “We’ll have to be careful, though. Volto doesn’t seem to like me being around her. I don’t want to kowtow to his demands, but we’re in a dangerous position as it is.”

“Luke was onto him,” Kota said, putting his hands on his hips. He wore a determined look with a tight smile. “We were close enough that he took some drastic steps to stop us. Which means we need to know what Luke knows.”

“We debriefed him,” Dr. Green said. “And we’ve got a list we’re working from.” He eyeballed me. “Is that what you’re wearing?” he asked as his smile lifted. “I think it’s adorable. You should just come in your pajamas.”

Heat burned through my face. It was tempting to simply hop into a car wearing what I had on, but going to Dr. Green’s condo might mean running into Mr. Blackbourne, and then I’d feel foolish and wish I’d changed. I stood up and found my phone on the side table. “I’ll get dressed,” I said.

The guys went downstairs, leaving me to pick out a few things Kota had in his closet for me. There was a pair of nice slacks that Gabriel had bought on impulse last time he was out shopping. I put on a casual pink blouse, too, and a light windbreaker—it had gotten cold now that it was December.

I avoided the shower in the bathroom, and simply did a quick wash of my face in the sink. I’d take a bath that night before going to school. 

I typed out a quick text to Gabriel, and even then I hesitated, knowing Volto was probably reading it. Still, it was a normal thing and not Academy related, so it probably didn’t matter.

Sang: I never finished shopping for gifts for the other guys. Do we need to go again?

By the time I’d brushed my hair, the phone was vibrating on the counter, making a funny echo in the bathroom. Instead of returning my text, Gabriel was calling. 

“We got a few extra things for you,” Gabriel said when I answered. “I went back out two days ago and had to figure out all that shit by myself.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

“You were at the damn diner again. And Luke was cleaning up after Sprinkles the skunk snuck into North’s room and made a doodie in his laundry basket.”

I giggled at the news. I hadn’t heard that story yet but hoped Luke wouldn’t let Sprinkles get into too much trouble with North. It had been hard enough to get North to agree to let Luke keep the pet skunk.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’ll see them if you’re going over there today anyway. I got for everyone but Mr. Blackbourne. I never know what to get him. Just ask Dr. Green. He can usually come up with an idea.”

“Thanks, Gabriel.”

“Trouble, you owe me a week without your clip in your goddamn hair now. You’ve got money left over though from that night. I took care of the rest of it.”

“You didn’t need to do that.”

“It’s fine. I keep forgetting to bring the cash back, though. It’s sitting on my dresser. I need to move it at least so what’s-his-fuck, Pam’s boyfriend, doesn’t take it. Oh, and I bought another game for our 3DSs, too with the money I had left over. That’s our gift to us.”

“Thanks for taking care of it. Take some money since it was me getting gifts for you all, technically.” I didn’t know we were to buy gifts for ourselves, but I assumed he meant my gift to them was a game and he got me the game, too. The surprise was spoiled now but I didn’t mind. I was getting excited to see what else ‘I’ got for the others.

It also had me excited to think of what else the guys got for me. Not in a greedy way, but all of the things Gabriel, Luke and I had picked out, we could all enjoy together. Nerf swords and toys and games: Fun things. 
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Once I got off the phone with Gabriel, Kota, Dr. Green and I got into Dr. Green’s car.

I sat in the front passenger seat beside Dr. Green and Kota was in the back. 

I’d had a coffee and a quick Pop Tart on my way out the door; Dr. Green had promised a proper lunch at his house later on. 

“I want to make sure we get a good head start on it all,” he said with a chuckle. He glanced at me using the rearview mirror.  “This will be a lot of fun since we’ve got you this year.” He turned the car onto the highway and headed into Charleston.

He and Kota talked about if they had enough wrapping paper. I was half listening, but mostly I stared out the window at the blue sky, feeling the slight chill of winter, wondering about how different living in the south was going to be; there wasn’t going to be any snow.

Anything to take my mind off of returning to school soon. 

I must have been dazed out because the ride seemed to happen in a split second. We were suddenly pulling into the drive that led to his condo. His was the last in a line of five and there were cars parked in the other drives. I wondered about his neighbors though I didn’t see any at the moment.

Dr. Green’s was the most lavishly landscaped; roses growing from most of the available garden space, compared to the simple green bushes everyone else kept.

Dr. Green parked in his drive and turned to me. “Ready?”

I blinked rapidly to focus and then nodded. I hoped there were simple boxes I could stick with. The few gifts I’d wrapped had been for Marie, at the request of our father for birthdays and Christmas. It was something I didn’t exactly excel at. Marie was actually better.

I joined Dr. Green and Kota on the porch, waiting to go in, when Kota asked, “Did you put her gifts away?” 

“Yeah, they’re in my bedroom,” Dr. Green said and pushed the door open. 

“All of them?” Kota asked. “I dropped a few off yesterday morning.”

I’d started inside, but Dr. Green reached out and gripped my elbow, holding me just inside the short foyer before I could go deeper into the condo. “Uh...” Dr. Green said. “Hang on there, pookie. Let Kota double check... and also, Kota, check the kitchen and the spare bedroom. Make sure I didn’t leave anything out that’s meant for her. We’ll spread out in the living room to wrap. Toss anything of hers into my bedroom.”

Exactly how many gifts were there, that Dr. Green had them spread out all over? I grinned as Kota walked around me to get into the living room just beyond the foyer. “Keep her there,” he said. “Give me a minute.”

It was tempting to misbehave a little and peek around the corner, but I forced myself to stay still with Dr. Green near the door. I didn’t want to know. I would forever second-guess the gifts I’d gotten for them, and had to trust that Gabriel got things that would be appropriate. I couldn’t even imagine what they could be. Most likely toy swords and gumball machines.

I also considered something else: Did I want to try to get small individual gifts just from me? It was nice that Gabriel had gotten gifts for them, but I wanted to get them each something special. Something none of them knew about.

Only I didn’t have the money. Gabriel had used the last of what I’d had from the diner. The few hours I’d worked this week at the diner were mostly to cover the counter, and the counter had been really slow the times I’d been there. 

The rustling sounds of Kota fumbling through boxes drifted to us as we waited in the foyer. I was still thinking of gifts and what I could do to surprise them when Dr. Green put his palms on the wall on either side of my shoulders, trapping me. I looked up at him and saw his playful smile.

“Hi Pookie,” he whispered.

Thoughts of gifts slipped away, replaced by excitement, and then panic. I braced against the wall, hoping Kota didn’t come back around the corner to spot us like this.

Dr. Green dipped his head to land a gentle kiss on my forehead. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

“I... missed you, too,” I said quietly. 

The smile on his face lit up his green eyes in a way that made him much handsomer than before. In the casual clothes, he looked younger, leaning toward my age of sixteen instead of nineteen. A curl of sandy blond hair fell over his eye as he looked at me eagerly. “May I sneak a kiss?”

I nodded. I wanted to, but also was mindful of Kota.

His lips pressed to mine. I puckered my lips, not going too far, just a peck.

He held his lips against mine for longer than I expected, but then backed up and his smile seemed even brighter than before. “I can’t wait until it’s not a secret anymore,” he whispered.

“I hadn’t thought of what it might be like,” I said. I’d been so focused, waiting for the others to tell Kota about the plan, not thinking about what would happen after. I worried about how he might feel, and how best to talk openly with the others about the idea without fighting. It was all so complicated.

“Won’t it be wonderful?” he whispered and then moved to brace his shoulder against the wall, tucking me in front of him. He had his back to the hallway opening, so if Kota came around the corner, it would look like he was preventing me from viewing what was around the bend. “I could kiss you openly. I could hold your hand. We could go out on dates together and let them all know. Without worrying about what anyone thinks. It won’t matter how many pictures Volto takes. Won’t that be great?”

Would I ever get to the point where I wasn’t worried about what someone else would think about anything? Lily and her team hid away from the world to avoid what other people thought of them. Besides that, there was our own group to worry about, too. North and Luke got jealous at times, even though they were both for the plan. Would there always be the threat of jealousy? Or could we actually get beyond that?

Still, Dr. Green seemed so eager. How strange that it was such a normal thing—to kiss a boy, or go out on a date—things he wanted to do, but was prevented because of what it looked like from the outside. 

How our lives had shifted. I’d once been the lonely girl in my bedroom, dreaming of normal life. Now here I was, out in the world, and still there were limitations, for them as well. The plan they’d presented, that I secretly desired, and yet was still hesitant to admit to, all centered on me. If we followed through, even if they were all in on it, we would still not be normal.

Maybe if I hadn’t met them, and had continued on how I was, had grown to eighteen in my house, maybe I would have been normal. Eventually. Or would I have ever been? Would I always feel like I was on the outside, like I had for most of my life?

Kota whistled and then called out, “Okay, I think I grabbed everything.” 

Dr. Green took my hand and led me around the corner. At least no one ever seemed to mind my holding hands with them. Kota didn’t say anything about it as we turned the bend. 

I’d seen Dr. Green’s home once before. Back then it was impeccably clean, with his DVDs organized, everything in its place, and his glass-topped coffee table spotless. 

This time, while the space was clean, it was cluttered with boxes and shopping bags along the couch, the floor, and the coffee table.

“There’s a few more in the kitchen,” Kota said. “And in the spare room. But the only things that are in the master bedroom are Sang’s and ours.”

“Why’d you hide mine?” Dr. Green asked. “We’re going to wrap them.”

“Just to get them out of the way,” Kota said. “Sang can wrap mine, you can wrap Sang’s, and I’ll wrap yours when we get to them. That way we can tell the others we didn’t wrap our own gifts.”

“I might not have everything for everyone,” I said. “Gabriel mentioned he couldn’t think of anything to get Mr. Blackbourne. I don’t have anything for him.”

Kota and Dr. Green shared a look. “Did you get him anything?” Kota asked him.

“Not yet,” Dr. Green said, scratching absently at his temple. “The man has everything, doesn’t he?”

“And doesn’t want much of anything,” Kota said. “He’s as minimalist as they get sometimes.”

Dr. Green pressed his lips together and surveyed the mountain of boxes and bags scattered around his living room. “Well, let’s get through this and then we’ll figure out that part.” He winked at Kota and then put a hand on top of my head, messing up my hair.

I smiled, but then my hair loosened and the clip fell out. Dr. Green swooped to pick it up for me, but when I went to put it back, my hair was tangled. 

“We can start sorting,” Kota said, going to the couch and opening up a white department store bag. He checked the contents and then pulled out folded sets of clothing. “I’m going to need boxes.”

“Sang,” Dr. Green said, going to the coffee table and sliding boxes around, adding some to a pile on the floor. “In the spare bedroom, there’s a large green tote box. All the gift boxes are inside. Go grab it? And no sneaking a peek in my bedroom.”

I nodded and went to the hallway. The furthest door to the right was the main bedroom, which I’d been in before. That door was closed. All the doors were closed except one.

The smells of the condo were filling my nose, Jasmine, citrus, ginger and cedar. There were other scents, too, like cleaners and carpet and other indescribable house smells. This was Dr. Green’s home. No parents. No one to hide from. I liked being here. It was one of the few places where I simply felt safe. Some of the boys had nice homes, but it often felt like someone could walk in, like a parent, and not all of them were nice.

I went to the open door, assuming that had to be the spare room but found a bathroom instead. I stood inside it for a moment combing out my tangled hair with my fingers. I looked for a brush on the counter to borrow, couldn’t find one, and settled for twisting my hair and clipping it as neatly as I could.

When I came back out of the bathroom into the hallway, the house was quiet. 

I listened, hoping to hear Dr. Green and Kota. The place was so still. I couldn’t even imagine they were still inside. Had they left? Or had they gone into the kitchen and I couldn’t hear them?

There were two more doors down the hall, one near the bathroom, and one at the very end, opposite the main bedroom. I still wasn’t sure which one was the spare bedroom, and what the other room would be. Then I remembered him, or someone, had said there was an office. 

I padded my way down the hall until I came to the next door down the hallway. I pushed my ear to the wood, listening for any sign of Dr. Green or Kota, just in case they had slipped in while I was in the bathroom. When I didn’t hear anything, I opened the door and peeked inside. 

It was dark but light enough that I could see that it looked to be an office, with a desk and bookshelves. The room was on the small side, smaller than my bedroom back home, or even Gabriel’s tiny bedroom in his trailer.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a winged shadow flutter overhead.

My heart leaped into my throat and I froze. 

Another shadow to the left shifted, flying toward me.

I took a step back and started to shut the door in a hurry, thinking there was a flying bug in the room and I was going to let it out. The door stopped against my shoe before shutting completely.

A flurry of activity within the room caused me to cringe, and then pause to listen. The sound was like the rustle of paper blowing in the wind, but it was coming from above my head. It wasn’t just a bug. It had to be dozens of them inside. Was the window open? 

I closed the door until there was a crack left so I could peek in. The sound died quickly, and I waited. I knew I should find out what was inside, and then go back and tell Dr. Green right away if there were bugs in his office. He’d want to know. However, I wouldn’t want him to go charging in if the bugs were wasps and not beetles or something else.

I opened the door slowly, peering into the darkness. My heart flew into a frenzy when it looked like there were birds and butterflies flying overhead. 

I jerked back in surprise until I realized they were motionless, only moving with the smallest bit of breeze that I had created by opening the door.

I breathed in slowly, smelling ginger and cedar, and...construction paper? There was a hint of glue as well, along with the unmistakable chemical tang from markers. 

I found a light switch along the wall and flicked it on. 

There were actual birds and butterflies floating above my head. They were so perfect, almost lifelike. My brain wanted to insist that they were real and hovering over me; I kept ducking, assuming one would finally flutter down toward me. 

I eased in further, curious. There were more butterflies and birds hanging down the deeper I went in, but also fish and bugs. They were suspended by fishing wire, barely noticeable until I caught the light above reflecting across the string. 

The animals all looked so real, swimming and flying above me. Vivid blues, reds, and greens: all sorts of colors mixed in together. The birds looked so soft and the fish appeared to wriggle with life at the most subtle of air movements. 

I stepped closer, looking up at the display, until I bumped into the desk, forcing me to look down and check out the layout of the rest of the room.

I froze, finding myself in the middle of an entire display of delicate paper animals.

I’d found the door to Narnia.

Nearly every inch of space was covered in paper craftwork. Animals hung from above. Shelves held pedestals, and on top were homes and entire neighborhoods, both Japanese and American in style. Some looked familiar, and one looked so similar to Bob’s Diner, and another like the hospital he worked at. Some of the buildings were so small, they were the size of a small cell phone. Some were so detailed that they had tiny blades of grass around the edges and numbers above doors and on mailboxes. There were flowers in vases on his desk, and picture boxes along the walls depicting scenes of the ocean, of people sitting to eat at a meal. 

I tiptoed further in, drawn to every surface, my eyes wide as I tried to take in everything. My breath caught at the sheer number of tiny items around, the paper animals above my head, the wall full of paper-crafted flowers and trees. While there were some origami pieces, many were cut paper, pieced together.

A gentle cough came from the doorway. 

I spun, my palm planted hard against my chest to stop my wild heart, amazed at what I'd just seen, and terrified at being caught snooping.

"I was wondering what was taking you so long," Dr. Green said. 

“I ... I was looking for...,” I said. 

“I figured you got lost,” he said with a teasing grin spread across his face. His eyes went to the walls and ceiling. “Not bad for a bit of paper and glue, huh?” 

My eyes widened in surprise. “Did you make it all?”

“Paper craft is pretty popular in Japan,” he said. “Picked it up a while back. It’s one of those things I can do that doesn’t involve thinking too hard. Just creating.” 

"It's...it's...." I didn't have a word. What he created was nothing short of magic. The doctor who could heal also had a talent for practically giving life to paper. 

He curled his fingers at me, urging me to stand in front of his desk. "Come on. I'll show you," he said quietly. 

"Show me what?" 

He wriggled his eyebrows. "How I'm going to win your little heart."

I couldn’t hide my smile. Did he not know he was already winning it? He was very flirty, but I was still too in awe to say anything.

I stood, nearly holding my breath, as he pulled out a couple of sheets of paper in shades of green and red, a ruler, and a slim paper knife from a desk drawer. As he bent over the paper, I noticed his desk was padded, so he could cut at ease without hurting it. 

Dr. Green focused on the paper, bending and folding. He worked so quickly, it was like when Victor’s fingers swept across the piano, or when Nathan lunged with a kick. It was the same precision and artistry that had to come from practice. Bending here. Cutting there. First one piece of paper, and then another. 

Before I could ask him what he was making, he covered the papers with his hands. I got that he wanted it to be a surprise so I then looked at some of the creations that had only been partially completed.

He reached into the desk again, drawing out a pen. He marked on his hidden creation, in what looked like dot marks. It wasn’t writing, at least, it didn’t look like it from his movements.

As I waited, I noticed a panda sitting on top of a pile of paper. It had what looked like delicate fur and two green gemstone eyes. 

At last, he sat back, still masking the craft he'd put together with his hands. "Ready?" he asked. 

I pushed my heart back into my rib cage, willing it to stay calm no matter what it was. "Yes." 

Dr. Green stood, coming around the desk. When he was beside me, he shifted so the light fell in front of him. 

In his hands was a delicate rose, curled up like a new bud on a stem, the petals just beginning to open. It was so realistic and so beautiful; if I hadn’t seen him make it in front of me, I would have believed it to be a real flower.

"Wow," I said, unable to control my heart anymore. My fingers trembled and I reached to touch the delicate petals. 

"Not yet," he said softly.

I didn't know if I could handle much more of this surprise but he shifted his hands to begin a twisting motion from the stem. 

As he moved, the rose opened, slowly unfolding into a full bloom. It was like watching a time-lapse camera, with petals unfolding one layer at a time.

Across the petals, there were ink markings. Together, they spelled out a line of Japanese hiragana: 
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I didn’t know the Japanese, but I was struck with the beauty of the rose and how he’d made it bloom. Dr. Green had a skill; his work could be displayed in museums.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

He offered me the rose. I was hesitant, afraid to break it, but took it, pinching the little stem he’d made for it.

“Let me know when you figure it out,” he said with a soft smile. “I’ll give you bonus points.”

My heart fluttered like one of his paper birds above my head. I guessed they meant something sweet, but not knowing exactly left me excited and happy to find out. 

It was amazing how he could do that. With just one little smile and joke, he made me feel so much lighter. He made it easy to feel comfortable with him.

“I guess this isn’t the spare room,” I said. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“Darling, my house is yours. Go wherever you want. Just not into the bedroom right now because your presents are in there.” 

He moved to the door. “But we’ve got a gigantic pile of presents to wrap. Kota’s measuring presents to figure out what sizes of boxes we’ll need. Little does he know I just eyeball and if it’s too big a box, I just throw in more tissue paper.”

I held onto the flower, unsure where to place it while we’d be working. I looked for a spot to put it down in his office.

Dr. Green moved back to me and caught my wrist gently. 

I froze, mostly affected at his holding my arm when I was already feeling excited. His touch was soothing.

He took the rose and lifted his arms. I felt him adjusting the hair clip at the back of my head. When his hands returned empty, I assumed he’d managed to put the rose in the clip. I was tempted to reach around to touch it but didn’t want to damage the delicate paper.

“I don’t want to lose it,” I said.

“I’ll keep an eye on you...it...No... I meant you.” He winked at me and then urged me to the door. “Go back to Kota. I’ll get the boxes.”
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Preparation



[image: ]




The rest of the morning consisted of endless wrapping paper cutting, tape dispenser refilling, and bow selection. I learned a lot under Dr. Green’s tutelage as he gave me some boxes to work on. Still, I wrapped simple, small boxes, while Dr. Green focused on the more complicated items. Each one of his carefully-wrapped gifts ended up as a beautiful paper creation like I’d only seen on television or in magazines.

Kota kept a list of who got what and who was left to shop for. He also put tags on gifts and marked which items were to go to which homes. Some were to go to a particular family’s homes, like the Korba’s or the Morgan’s. Some were for people I didn’t even know: Dr. Green’s colleagues at work, Academy members they were friends with, and family of the boys’ I hadn’t met yet: cousins and aunts and uncles. Most of them got small gifts, candy or other food items unique to Charleston.

The rest were put aside to take to Kota’s house.

“We’ll have our family Christmas there,” Kota said. “It’s tradition.”

Saying it was tradition made me feel special for being included, but also slightly alienated as well since it was my first, and I was unsure of what to expect. Wouldn’t Kota’s mother wonder why I was there with them for Christmas and not with my own family? The Thanksgiving traditions I’d experienced with them had been so surprising and exhausting, too. 

Since they’d kept their Christmas plans a surprise, I was prepping myself for another unexpected and crazy day.

By the time we were close to finished wrapping gifts, I’d probably only wrapped a few dozen boxes. Dr. Green had not only wrapped faster, he’d created fancier ribbons. He’d made store-bought bows look like sparkling flowers once he was done with them. Mine paled in comparison, and you could see the drastic differences once they were together.

No wonder everyone sent their gifts to Dr. Green’s to be wrapped. I was embarrassed by the state of mine. I encouraged Dr. Green to make bows for me, to at least cover up the boxes I’d wrapped.

Before we were done, the front door opened and closed, drawing our attention to the still-unwrapped presents. We shifted in front of them, waiting for whoever it was to make an appearance from the foyer.

Mr. Blackbourne turned the bend, followed closely by Victor. Mr. Blackbourne was pristine in his usual crisp gray suit, white shirt, and maroon tie. His steel eyes were shining and vibrant.

Victor seemed a little more relaxed, more curious about what was going on. He wore his regular white Armani shirt and black slacks, the silver medallion—a heart and shield symbol—around his neck. His fire eyes were not quite a blaze, but a simmering fire. With his head high and his unyielding stance, he looked incredibly handsome.

Mr. Blackbourne, however, looked almost as intimidating as when I had first met him, his expression serious and ready to take the lead.

“I was hoping you would still be here,” Mr. Blackbourne said, looking at Dr. Green. He then turned his gaze to Kota and me. “I hope you’re finished.”

“Finished enough,” Dr. Green said. He sat on an empty space on the couch, pushing over a few empty store bags to make room. “I think the rest is mostly up to me.”

Kota had been sitting cross-legged on the carpet in front of the coffee table, using a Sharpie to mark names on tags. He finished what he was writing as he spoke. “I didn’t know you were going to come here. Should we go?”

“We all need to talk for a minute, but we’ll need to decide who should take Miss Sorenson back home,” Mr. Blackbourne said. 

“I’ll do it,” both Kota and Victor said at the same time. They looked at each other with sheepish grins. 

I shifted to stand front of the television so I could see all of them at once. 

“You might want to hear this,” Victor said to Kota. He put his hands in his pockets, his lean arms pressing against his torso, outlining his chest and stomach. “You might even want to stay after.”

“We need to be prepared,” Mr. Blackbourne said as he turned to me. His voice was much like it was in the first week of school when he’d tried to teach me how to hold a violin: sharp and powerful.  “Unless you have other plans, we need you to be free New Year’s week. The entire week.”

My heart thundered. “I...” I didn’t mean to stumble, but so many questions came to mind all at once and I was trying to piece together what to ask first. My schedule hadn’t been my own, practically since I’d met them. I’d go wherever they wanted me. Why would it change over New Year’s?

“Owen, she knows about the Academy introduction. Why don’t you just tell her what it is?” Dr. Green asked.

“Don’t tell her,” Kota said. “It’s still kind of a Christmas surprise, too.”

“She should be able to prepare for it,” Victor said. “It might be a little unfair otherwise. You don’t even know if she’ll like it.”

“I think she will,” Kota said and looked at me with a smile. “I don’t mean to talk around you. It’s just I don’t want to ruin Christmas.”

I blew out a breath between my lips, wanting to be supportive but unable to really begin when I didn’t know what their surprise was. I started at the beginning. “So, the Academy wants some sort of official introduction the week of the first?” I had to say official because last time they sprung a surprise on me at Thanksgiving, I’d met a lot of Academy people, only I didn’t realize they were Academy until right before I met them. I also didn’t know they were showing me off until after the event. 

They’d called it an informal introduction, but apparently I’d passed the test. I imagined next time I’d actually meet them and know their names and see their faces and get to know them as Academy. The idea was intimidating; there were a lot of them.

“Correct,” Mr. Blackbourne said. He smoothed out the front of his gray jacket and then unbuttoned it, only to re-button it again. He stopped himself and then put his hands at his sides. “This isn’t just an introduction, however. This is to identify your potential for getting into the Academy.”

“Do we have to do that part?” Kota asked. “And so soon?”

“If she gets more involved with us, she’ll have to,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Besides, she’s expressed interest. I don’t think we’d be able to mask her potential from them.”

“But she doesn’t know what she’s getting herself into,” Kota said. He turned to look at me. “I know we’ve talked about it before, and you said you wanted to, but there're more complications than you realize. Especially with you...”

“Which is what the Introduction is all about,” Mr. Blackbourne said, turning to me. “You’ll learn the details and can then make your own decision. However, we have something more important to worry about other than your future Academy career at this moment. We’re facing a delicate issue.” He turned back to Kota. “The Academy may...no. I don’t want any illusion here. They will want to try her out with other teams. And not just for a week. Most likely, they’ll insist on asking her to join another team soon after the week is over and continue with them.”

“I don’t want another team,” I said, straightening my shoulders and standing taller. “Can’t I just tell them I want to stay?” 

The others smiled, even Mr. Blackbourne, for a second. He collected himself quickly and turned toward the dining room adjacent to the living room and then turned back. “The problem is, they’ll request it very early on. Not accepting a trial with another team, not being willing to at least listen to their suggestions, might make them think you are unwilling to listen to their direction at all. As well, they’ll want to know why you’re so connected with us. They’ll want solid reasons.”

I shared a look with Victor. He frowned, and the fire in his eyes was low. He didn’t like this. Neither did I. 

I suspected this was part of why the plan was so important. It was why we were still trying to figure it out, even at this preliminary stage. The problem was, Kota wasn’t ready. I wasn’t sure the others were ready, either. Nathan hadn’t spoken to me about it, even though the others said he knew about it. Silas was unsure, and waiting for direction from the others. Most of the time, North seemed steady in his belief that it would work, but on occasion, he seemed to second guess. Usually, that was because I was unsure about the idea. But that he could have doubts made me wonder if he was confident at all.

I was on the fence. As much as I wanted to believe it could work, I still felt guilty about it, even if I faked my courage for the others like Mr. Blackbourne had suggested. 

“Because she likes us—that’s a solid reason,” Kota said. “But you’re right, it may not be enough.” He removed his glasses and with his other hand, pinched at the bridge of his nose as he closed his eyes. “See, this is one of the many reasons why I didn’t want her getting this interested. She can still help us and be around us without being in the Academy.”

Mr. Blackbourne shook his head. “You can’t control another person’s interest, Mr. Lee. If she is interested, which she says she is, then she should be allowed to explore her options. All of them. On the other hand, they could just as easily ask us to give her space—because of the dangerous assignments we pick up—to keep her safe.”

“I’m not totally against that idea,” Kota said. He put his glasses back on, his green eyes filled with a new determination. He looked at and spoke to me. “You wouldn’t have to go. You just wouldn’t have to be as involved as you are now. It’s not just for you. It’s for us, too. We’re not ready.”

“Ready or not, they are asking for her,” Mr. Blackbourne said. 

“Then maybe she should be busy that week,” Dr. Green said quietly.

Mr. Blackbourne turned to me. “It might be tempting,” he said. “You do have a choice, but I don’t think keeping you from it is the best solution.”

My heart was in my throat as I stood quietly, staring at all the gifts I’d helped to put together, suddenly disinterested in it all. With all the secrets and Academy rules, where I stood and would stand in the future was unclear. I wanted to listen to all of their concerns without interrupting. I was trying to do what they taught me: to hear them all out, and to get the full scope of what I’d be facing, before offering my own opinion. “Would it hurt anything?” I asked.

“It would give us more time,” Dr. Green said. “Maybe we should wait another year.”

“I can’t believe you’d suggest that, Doc,” Victor said. “You don’t think she should join?”

“I don’t like when there’s a risk of us losing her to another team,” Dr. Green said, his voice getting stronger. His eyes went wide and his shoulders pulled back. “The odds aren’t good for us right now. Why can’t we just pause for the time being? Keep her where she is? There’s no harm in it.”

Mr. Blackbourne frowned, a small dip of his lips that made my already nervous heart drop into my stomach. “We can’t keep her in limbo.” He turned to me, his steel eyes flashing. “Miss Sorenson, are you comfortable where you are?”

There was so much behind his question. “I can be if it’s necessary,” I said, wanting to be sensitive to Kota and Dr. Green. Clearly the rule about boys and girls not being allowed on the same team was what they were concerned about. It was already causing a rift between them. If we weren’t ready, then that was fine. It didn’t deter my desire to stay with them. 

“Waiting until later won’t hurt. But I do want to stay with our team. I was told it was a choice. If that’s true, then why would they force me into another team?”

“They don’t force anything, sweetheart,” Victor said. He came over, stood close and wrapped an arm around me, squeezing me in a side hug. “You always have a choice. Sometimes, though, to be honest, they have a way of making us see things in a different light that gets us to try out new things. Sometimes that’s a new team.” He turned to look at the others. “That’s not always a bad thing, either. She’s not going to disappear into a black hole, even if she does choose to join another team. If in the end, if she wants to, how can we stop her?”

That wasn’t really what I wanted, I knew that. I’d grown too close to them to ever consider leaving them. I’d simply have to prove it to them and to the Academy somehow. That was much harder to do when I didn’t know what was ahead of me. Couldn’t I just say flat out from the start that I preferred to stay with them?

The guys were quiet. 

“She doesn’t know she has options,” Kota finally said. “Or what they are. What we risk is their influence when she has no idea what she can negotiate.”

“Which is why it’s important that she does go,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Perhaps now more than ever. She’ll learn what she can do, even if she says she’s not ready yet to join completely. It will at least give her what she needs to make an informed decision.”

Kota stood, frowning. “There’s a greater chance they’ll place her somewhere else, or they’ll ask her to leave. Or they could ask us to leave her alone and send in another team. She’s too nice to say no, even if she might be unhappy. That’s what I’m trying to prevent.” 

“I’ll just tell them I don’t want to,” I said, more quietly than I’d intended.

He looked at me. “I know you—a little at least—and you’d do anything to help other people, even if it means leaving us behind. It may not be the wrong decision when you’re presented with it.” He turned his eyes back to Mr. Blackbourne, standing tall, his shoulders back. “But is it wrong to hold off the question when we have so little to offer to Sang right now? They see us as a troubled team with a tough job—and she’s in the middle of it. We offer more danger than actual protection and any opportunity for learning at the moment. I’m not sure how to convince them we need her, and that she should stay.”

“They’ll do anything to keep her, once they know her,” Mr. Blackbourne said, his tone low. 

Kota pressed his lips together, his eyes narrowing at Mr. Blackbourne. He said nothing, just continued frowning. 

As the two of them looked at each other, I was grateful Victor was there. I breathed in his moss and berry scent for strength but found myself wanting to bury my head into his shoulder for comfort rather than say anything. I wanted to get Kota and the others to believe that, whatever happened, I wanted to stay with them. 

This talk of changing teams frightened me most of all; what could the Academy offer me that would lure me away from them? 

“I want to stay with you,” I said into the quiet room. Victor reached for my hand, squeezing it encouragingly as I continued. “If that means I have to skip the introduction this time, I’ll do so. But if we go through with it, I’ll tell them from the start...”

Mr. Blackbourne cut me off. “You should listen to your options first,” he said, but then bowed his head in a clear apology. “Believe me, I’m just as eager to get you on our team, Miss Sorenson. But you should wait until the end of the week. Let them introduce you to other people. Giving them a chance to show you some options may be just enough to demonstrate to them that you’re at least willing to listen and consider alternatives. By the end of it, you’ll have to make some sort of decision.” He sighed. “The truth is, the offer might be very hard to ignore.”

An offer. That’s the result they were worried about. The Academy provides so much for the guys, I knew that. What offer would the Academy provide for me that would convince me to leave the boys to stay on a girl team?

They didn’t have to say it because suddenly I was aware of the real fear. It wasn’t my decision to make right now. It was the offer they feared. At the end, when the Academy saw me and talked to me, they’d give me choices. I couldn’t predict what it would be. 

Mr. Blackbourne looked again at Kota intently. “But we also have to be ready with our position if she says she wishes to stay. So we all need to be ready to tell them we want her in, without hesitation.”

Kota was still frowning. “I suppose I don’t have much choice if they want to invite her into the Academy. It’s the worst time for her to join with us.”

I gritted my teeth and then released Victor’s hand to step forward to look firmly at the others. “If all I have to do is wait until the end to say I want to stay with the team, then I’ll keep quiet and do as they ask until the end.”

“You’ll be provided the opportunity during a final review,” Mr. Blackbourne said. His face was calm, but his eyes betrayed a flicker of worry behind the gray. 

That flicker added to the doubt in my heart. I didn’t want to believe that I’d choose any other group. Their questioning my loyalty hurt in a way. If they didn’t really believe in us as a group, then would the Academy see that and think I’d be better off somewhere else?

Victor took my elbow, holding me comfortingly. The fire in his eyes settled on Mr. Blackbourne. “As long as she’s aware, she can at least prepare herself for that moment. If you’re not going to tell her anything else in advance, then you shouldn’t scare her with any more. The introduction into the Academy shouldn’t be scary. You’ll make her think they’re all bad guys not willing to listen.”

The rest of them nodded in tense agreement. I swallowed, unsure about all of this. Their concerns and doubts now slipped into my heart. 

Maybe I didn’t have to be afraid of the Academy, as they did good things for other people, but what I did fear was if they shined the light too brightly on us and discovered secrets we weren’t ready to reveal. Maybe they’d call us out for being silly and unrealistic, planning an impossible outcome. Maybe they’d try to shut us down. 

The answer was up to me. But because I was new and, as Kota said, too nice, they weren’t sure I’d be able to convince the Academy I really wanted to stay with them. At the end, I would have to face the Academy and stand firm, telling them I didn’t want to leave them, no matter the cost. 

But the offer still remained a mystery. Maybe even they didn’t know what they would offer to keep me within the Academy.

The boys couldn’t help me with this. Maybe it was better to face the Academy now instead of waiting it out like Dr. Green had suggested. If the Academy learned my decision, then this whole worry would be behind us. 

I simply had to make that final choice, which meant I had to work on my resolve and conviction. They doubted; I had to believe. 

“I wish we could tell you more,” Kota said to me. “Unfortunately...”

“It’s okay,” I said. “Please, don’t worry. You said it should be fun and we should make it fun.”

“She’s right,” Dr. Green said. “It’s uncomfortable because we don’t know what will happen. She wants to stay. We want her to stay. How could they tell us no?”

“We shouldn’t worry,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “Perhaps someone should take her home. We can finish up here.”

“I’ll take her back,” Victor said. “Or can I take her to lunch?”

“Take her somewhere random and low-key,” Mr. Blackbourne said, turning his attention to Dr. Green and Kota. “We have other things to talk about.”

This was one of the reasons I needed to belong to the Academy. There were certain things I had to leave for because they had secrets and I couldn’t be involved. As much as I was curious, I had to respect that boundary. For now.

The others talked about upcoming Christmas decorations and eventually Victor and I started saying goodbye as I prepared to go with him. Dr. Green and Mr. Blackbourne shifted boxes and gifts to other parts of the living room. Mr. Blackbourne took over my spot and said he’d help with the wrapping process to get it done. 

Victor guided me toward the door. 
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Secret Gifts
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I didn’t really begin to breathe normally until we were out in the fresh air, realizing I’d desperately needed that break from the conversation. 

At least I was aware of what I needed to do, even if I didn’t know how to do it. For the next several weeks, I’d go over what I would say at the end of it all. I might not know what would happen between now and then, but I thought it would be like preparing for a speech in class. I want to stay with my group. I want to join and be part of their group. I appreciate suggestions, but I prefer to stay with my group.

The words repeated in my head as I followed Victor. Next to Dr. Green’s car was Victor’s BMW. Victor opened the passenger door for me. There was a chill in the air, although the sun was out and warmed the inside of the car.

I buckled in as Victor got behind the wheel. 

“I hope you’re not too nervous, now,” Victor said as he pulled the car out of the drive and onto the road. “I know I was when I first went for an introduction.”

“Did they not tell you about it, either?” I asked.

Victor tightened his hands on the steering wheel, his knuckles turning white. “Normally, you wouldn’t even be aware it was happening. Us telling you about it is an exception, because of what we just talked about. I’m not sure how much I’m supposed to tell you about the process at all. But they’re all nice. All of them. I don’t want you to stress out about that.”

I sighed, lowering my head, absently looking at my shoes against the gray of the carpet of the bottom of the car. I fiddled with the zipper of my jacket, watching the light from the window spark against the silver. “Tell me what you can? I don’t want you to get into trouble, but the more I know, the better I’ll be prepared.”

He waited until he turned onto the highway, headed west toward Summerville. He leaned back in his seat as he turned on the cruise control. 

“Sang,” he said, glancing over at me for a moment. “Our setup was different. We had Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green, who had already graduated by the time they found us. So our entire introduction and entry into the Academy might be different than what you’ll go through. We were in a lot of danger. Not myself as much, but the others were in a whole lot of trouble with their parents. Nathan especially, since he was so young and his dad was home more because his mom had just left. Then there was Gabriel. Kota...”

“Kota?” I asked quietly.

He pressed his lips together, looking out at the road with a low but steady fire in his eyes. “Nathan and Kota got along so well when they were little because they dealt with the same issues.”

Nathan’s father had been very abusive. Nathan had watched his father beat his mother, but then when his mother escaped, his father turned to Nathan, beating him instead.

Kota’s father wasn’t around now. I had a hard time picturing the scene with his mother and sister. 

But could this be what had happened? Kota’s story was still in shadow. Would it do any good to bring up his past now? I sensed Victor didn’t feel comfortable talking about it, so I filed my questions away. 

“Not that your parents treated you much better,” he said. “Your situation is more complicated, though.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, clutching the zipper in my fingers. “If mine ends up being different, that’s okay. You all are my team. That’s what matters.”

Victor smiled at this and flicked his eyes to me for a moment before refocusing on the road. “Just keep thinking that, Princess. It won’t be easy, but being determined to stand your ground is a good attitude going in. They’ll ask you dozens of questions, but if you keep that in the center of your mind, and really believe in it, then they won’t be able to dissuade you.”

I hoped that was the case. I was tired of thinking about it. I needed to prepare, but not right now. “Where did you want to go for lunch?” I asked. 

This brightened his face even more and he pressed down on the gas pedal to disengage the cruise control. 

♥♥♥

[image: ]


Later, we were sitting facing each other in a red booth in a small salad buffet restaurant that Victor had said he wanted to try. It was after the lunch rush; only a handful of the dining tables were occupied, and some of the staff were looking a little sleepy.

There was a long silver buffet filled with not just lettuces and vegetables, but also potato, tuna, and broccoli salads with creamy sauces, as well as a baked potato bar, various fresh breads, soups, and chili. 

We’d filled our plates with heaping salads before returning to the table. I also had a baked potato and a buttery biscuit, and he had chili and cornbread. 

I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I could smell the butter and potato, as well as the sweet French dressing on my salad. 

“North would be proud of us,” I said to Victor after I’d had a few bites of lettuce.

“I might recommend this place to him,” Victor said. He had a hand in his lap while he ate his chili gracefully with a spoon. “I wasn’t sure if you’d like it. You seem to like pancakes.”

“I like different things,” I said. 

“Apparently you like salad,” he said, looking at my heaped plate. “That’s something I didn’t know.”

“I used to join the salad line at my old school for lunch. It was usually the least crowded. They usually had more variety, and not the same chicken nugget or pizza options.”

Victor’s gaze held mine for a long moment. I often saw the fire in his eyes, but now that I was looking at him, I realized the color of his irises was brown, something I often overlooked. 

Then I realized I was staring and dropped my eyes back down to my plate as I picked at my food. “I’ll try most things,” I said.

“There’s a lot to try,” he said softly. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see he was leaning in, trying to get my attention. I looked up and he caught my eye, holding my gaze. “How was it at Dr. Green’s before we arrived? Did you get a lot done?”

I was still getting used to them wanting me to look them in the eyes while we talked, but this was a little harder to do. How was I supposed to eat if I was constantly looking up?

“There’s a lot of gifts,” I said. “I don’t even remember what most of them are.” Not to mention Gabriel helped with buying a lot of them. I was very grateful he did so I wouldn’t run the risk of forgetting anything. I fiddled with my fork. “I still need to think of what to get Mr. Blackbourne for Christmas. I meant to work that out with Dr. Green, but then we got busy with wrapping.”

“Mr. Blackbourne is the hardest to buy for,” Victor said. He looked down briefly to take a bite of his salad and then looked back at me. “So you finished shopping? What did you get for me?” 

I grinned. “I can’t tell you.” I honestly had a hard time remembering. There were lots of gifts, and a few were for him, and in the chaos of wrapping, I couldn’t remember which one was from me—and technically Luke and Gabriel—and which were from the others. “I almost wish I could have gone shopping alone. That way everyone would be surprised. Kota and Dr. Green, Luke and Gabriel already know what they’re getting from me.”

Victor lifted an eyebrow. “You’d want to surprise them?”

I shrugged and then picked at my salad some more. “Just seems to ruin the fun when they know what they’re getting.”

He was quiet for a long moment, poking his fork at a slice of cucumber. “Do you...want to surprise them?” he asked.

“Gabriel has the cash I had leftover right now,” I said. “Although I’m not very sure how much is left or if it’s even enough. I mean I have a little more at home from this week, but it’s not a lot.”

Victor placed his fork down on his plate and then leaned toward me, the fire in his eyes igniting. “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “Wait here for a minute. Let me go grab something from the car.”

As he slid off his seat, my heart froze in my chest, nervous to be left alone, but as I watched Victor leave, I could see the car from where I was. I turned back toward my plate, taking the opportunity to eat what I could while he was gone. As I chewed, I kept an eye on him as he opened the trunk of the BMW and pulled something out.

When he returned, he was carrying a small iPad. “There’s no reason why I can’t give you this,” he said, and placed it in front of me, next to my plate. “Turn it on.”

Is this an early gift? It wasn’t wrapped, and the device looked to be used. It was still very nice, though. I took some napkins from the dispenser and wiped at a section of table in front of myself to make sure it was clean and dry so I could move the tablet closer. I looked at the darkened surface, found the power button and turned it on, curious as to what he wanted me to do.

The screen lit up, asking for a numerical code to unlock it.

I looked up at him, and he flashed four digits with his fingers. I entered the code and got beyond the splash screen to the front page. “Now what?” I asked.

“Use it to shop,” he said. 

I raised an eyebrow, angling the tablet his way. “Victor...”

“If you’re going to start with Luke and Gabriel, then you might want art supplies for Gabriel, or get them all a game they can play with you.”

“But I can’t pay in cash,” I said. It was a nice idea. My family had never bought items over the Internet, so it hadn’t occurred to me. I realized online shopping was a normal thing and I suddenly felt silly I hadn’t thought of it. “I don’t have a credit card.”

“Here,” he said, pushing his plates of food away and reaching for the iPad. “Let me show you how to get it to work.”

He placed the iPad between us, facing me, and used it upside down to show me different websites. Some were his favorites to shop at, and others were ones he often used to buy things for Gabriel, Luke, and the others. 

Then he went to a bookmarked page: a retail department online.

“I’ll show you how to use the credit card autofill app,” he said.

“Victor,” I said. I’d been leaning forward to look at him, and then reached out to stop his hand before he could touch the screen again. “I shouldn’t use your card.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Victor said. “They all use it when they need something.”

I’d not seen anyone use a credit card that was like Victor’s. Most of them had their own debit cards or carried cash. “I can...give you the money I’ve got so far from the diner this week,” I said. “To help pay for it. And I can get more...”

“Sang,” he said, his eyes brightening. “Just say thank you.”

I sighed. It was normal for them to share what they could without asking for anything in return, like when they had taken me clothes shopping. I settled back into the seat. “Thank you, Victor,” I said quietly.

“Don’t feel awkward,” he said. “I agree with you that they should get some surprises this Christmas. They’ve gone too long always knowing what they’re going to get. It’s hard to surprise them anymore. It’ll be good for you to give them a surprise, especially if they think they’ve wrapped everything already.”

“How can I get the gifts and make sure they’re wrapped and at the house?” I asked. “I can’t just get them sent to Nathan’s house. Any one of them might open a box that comes in. Or at the least, they’ll know I’ve gotten more stuff. It’ll ruin the surprise.”

Victor drummed his fingers on the table, his fingers tapping like he was playing a tune at his piano. He did this quietly for a moment and then nodded. “You’ll send it to my house,” he said. “I’ll make sure they are wrapped and will bring them on Christmas. I’ll hide them under the tree when I’m sure everyone’s asleep.”

I got more excited about the idea, liking that the others would really be surprised. “You’ll know what I got you.”

“Maybe the shop you buy from will have a gift wrap option,” he said. “But you’ll just have to trust me this year if we’re going to surprise the others. Maybe next year you can surprise me.”

I smoothed my fingers over the surface of the now dimmed tablet, bringing it to life again. I might not be able to collect all the boxes without the others noticing, but maybe I could get one sent to Nathan’s house. Nathan would understand, and wouldn’t give away my secret. I’d pretend I only did it for Victor, and then Nathan would still be surprised at his own.

I asked Victor for ideas of what to get for Mr. Blackbourne as we lingered over dessert. 

“What do you know he likes?” Victor asked as he spooned out some chocolate swirl ice cream.

I went over what I knew about Mr. Blackbourne. “He likes music,” I said. “Both violin and piano. And I kind of know what types of songs he likes.”

“He composes sometimes,” Victor said. “You could buy him sheet music.”

I made a face. It wasn’t exactly the kind of gift I wanted to give. 

He laughed at my expression. “What else?”

I thought some more. I tapped at the little iPad as if staring at it would give me some ideas. 

When we were done, and after he paid and left a tip on the table, we walked out together, me still holding onto the tablet. Items filtered through my brain, but I dismissed them all. He had ties and that was a boring gift anyway. He already had a violin, and that would have been way too expensive, even if he didn’t.

Once we were in the car, I was ready to give up. “Victor,” I said, placing the tablet on my lap as I buckled in. “What would you get for Mr. Blackbourne?”

“I’m the one that usually gets him new music sheets,” he said. He started the car and pulled out of the parking lot, heading back to Sunnyvale Court. “And I usually buy him new bowstrings for his birthday.”

I sat up straight, staring out the windshield but not really focusing. “His birthday? When is it?”

“On the twenty-second,” he said. “I try to get something sent to his house, so he gets it on the day. Sometimes I won’t see him that week until Christmas, and I don’t want the gift to blend in with the others.”

“Shouldn’t we do something?” I asked in a rush. I’d missed a few birthdays, and had barely been prepared for Gabriel’s. This time, I had a chance to prepare and do things better. That was important to me, especially for Mr. Blackbourne, who had done so much for me since I’d met him. 

“Maybe we should do a little dinner. Or...” I wasn’t sure what else to do for him. Take him to a concert? Would he like that?

Victor pressed his lips together, remaining quiet for a few minutes as he drove. His eyes darted to the mirrors. “Princess, I’ve known him many years, and I have no idea what he does on his birthday. He usually disappears for the day and tells us all he’s busy with Academy business or something else.”

“Do you not believe him?”

“I don’t think he really enjoys his birthday,” he said. “I’ve never figured out why. Maybe it draws a lot of bad memories. It’s the only time he ever really withdraws from the rest of us. I’ve asked Dr. Green about it, and he says that for now, we should just let him be. Just send him birthday wishes and gifts—from a distance.”

I settled into the seat, staring off at the line of trees whizzing by. I was curious, wondering what happens to Mr. Blackbourne on his birthday. 

If Dr. Green said to leave him alone except to send a gift, it made me determined to pick one that would be perfect.

♥♥♥
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For the rest of the day, I curled up in a couch or in bed, looking at the iPad. I kept a novel ready on a reading app, so when Nathan or someone came close, I’d tap on it to bring it up, claiming to be caught up in a new book.

In secret, I carefully went over gift options from every store I could find. One by one, I picked out different gifts for all of them. I had them sent to Victor’s house, and then I’d send him a text message or call him, letting him know which items were for who, so he could label them correctly.

He approved of my choices. “You should shop with me for gifts next year,” he said. “We’ll work with two iPads and drink coffee by a fire while we pick out what to give. We should do that for birthdays, too.”

I adored his idea. I told him I wanted to do that next year. 

I’d still go out with Gabriel and Luke if they wanted, but I’d save special gifts for shopping with Victor.
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The Sound of Snowfall
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School whirled by in the couple weeks that were left. No Volto. No Mr. Hendricks. I saw the inside of Music Room B and we cleaned the room and worked on homework as a group. We did homework that would last us several months through the next year, so when we returned, we could focus fully on the task at hand there. Everyone was busy with mid-terms and closing up school for the holidays anyway, so nothing eventful happened.

I was grateful for that.

♥♥♥
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Early morning light woke me first. It was the gray glare of winter, with the sun starting to rise, and the surrounding trees and neighborhoods hiding its arrival. The day promised to be cold, and sections of my body was chill, even with the blanket around me.

Without opening my eyes, I sensed Kota in the bed next to me. I knew that Nathan slept on the roll-out cot next to us. North, Gabriel, Silas, Luke and Victor were nearby in sleeping bags spread out along Kota's bedroom floor. I smelled them in the air: Kota’s spice, North’s musk, Luke’s vanilla, Silas’s ocean, Victor’s moss, Nathan’s leather, and Gabriel’s new blend, which I thought to be cranberry. 

To me, that was what smelled the best. I didn’t have to look to sense they were there, and they smelled wonderful. My heart fluttered, even while I was still partially asleep, warmed simply by the different scents blending together. 

It was winter vacation. We had two weeks to ourselves. Two weeks without a crazy principal and vice-principal looking over me, or sneering students trying to look into my life. It would be the longest amount of time I’d spent with all of them for any length outside of school, without having to work at the diner, deal with school work, or do anything for the Academy.

“Everyone needs a break,” Dr. Green had said. I could almost envision him trying to lecture me like he did in class at school, but failing to hide the grin on his lips. “That includes you. We work hard, but we take holiday breaks very seriously.”

My skin tingled with chill, waking me further. I hadn’t realized while sleeping that parts of me were almost numb. Despite the sheet and blanket, I was still freezing. It was usually moderately warm in Kota’s room; why was it so cold now? Perhaps the weather had changed quickly, and the heater wasn’t able to keep up.

It felt odd to be upstairs, with Erica, Kota’s mother, and Jessica, his sister, sleeping downstairs and knowing I was up here with the boys. Maybe they didn’t know that I shared the bed with Kota, but Erica trusted the boys to not do anything “unbecoming of a gentleman” as she called it, with a laugh and a teasing wink at Kota. Kota blushed when she said that.

I turned in the bed slightly, drawn to Kota’s warmth and peeked at him, trying not to get caught looking. 

His handsome face was still. His chest was bare, which surprised me because I thought I remembered him wearing a T-shirt the night before. The glasses were gone, although there was a spot on his nose, close to his eyes, where his glasses normally rested on his face. He didn’t open his eyes, but he must have sensed I was awake anyway because he started to move. He threaded his arm around my shoulders, inviting me in. 

I rolled into him and snuggled up against a firm chest and my legs folded near his, drawn to body heat. When I was pressed up against him, he tucked the blanket around my body. How the boys managed to keep their bodies warm when I ended up cold was beyond me. 

He didn’t say anything and I didn’t either. I thought I should be shy about snuggling with Kota when the others could wake up and see us, but if Kota didn’t have a problem with it, I wasn’t going to object. I was too cold to move away. The boys were still sleeping, too. It was probably the quietest I’d ever heard them when they were together. 

I settled and stilled. I thought maybe I’d fallen asleep again, but was listening to their breathing. 

As I was listening, something caught my attention. My eyes opened a little, staring at Kota’s chest, unsure of what I was hearing though I’d heard the sound before. My half-asleep state wasn’t putting to words what it was. It was a very delicate sound, soft, crackling like a fire hissing...but softer. 

There was also a familiar taste in the air.

I knew it. I knew it in my bones. 

Excitement surged through me. I forced myself to still, grinning against Kota’s chest. “Guys,” I called, nearly cooing, the sound muffled against Kota.

Someone grumbled, though not Kota. 

“Guys,” I said louder, pulling my head away so I could be heard.

A grunt. A rustle of a sleeping bag as someone flipped over. 

“Guys, wake up.”

“Go back to sleep, Sang,” North said, his voice gruff and deep, sleepy. “It’s too early to get up.”

That was a first. I was usually the last one in bed. The boys had a habit of waking me, urging me to get up and move quickly. 

I quieted and listened again for the sound, not wanting to be wrong, but it was so distinct, unmistakable. “We should get up,” I said.

North cleared his throat. When I peeked over Kota, I caught North dragging his blanket over the top of his dark head of hair. His broad shoulders caused the blanket material to tent around him. “Baby, sleep.”

Kota reached a hand up, rubbing my back. “Sang,” he said softly. “Let them sleep. It’s vacation.”

“No,” I said, even as I closed my eyes. I would normally agree with them, but they wouldn’t want to miss this. “Get up. Guys, we have to go outside.”

Gabriel gave off a loud groan. “Trouble, I love you and everything, but shut the fuck up and go back to sleep.”

I dismissed the love comment, knowing it didn’t mean anything. It's what he said when he wanted any of us to shut up or do something he wanted. “Guys,” I said. “It’s snowing.”

Kota’s hand at my back stilled. “Sweetie, you’re dreaming.”

“No really. It’s snowing.”

Kota chuckled. “You can’t even see the window.”

“It’s snowing. I swear. I can hear it.”

There was a dead silence and I knew the boys were listening.

Someone snorted and then laughed. “You’re so full of shit, Trouble.”

“Meanie?” I sing-songed his name.

“Trouble,” he mumbled, his voice slurred. 

“Go look.”

Gabriel groaned. “No. You’re tricking me.”

“I swear,” I said. “It’s snowing.”

“No, it isn’t.”

I turned away from Kota, lying on my back. “I bet you a dollar.”

“I’m not getting up for a dollar.”

“I’ll bet you...what do you want?”

“Gabe,” Luke said. “Don’t fall for it. She’ll get you to get up and then while you’re up, she’ll get you to get something for her. Like a cup of water or something. It’s an evil girl trick.”

“Guys,” I said in a more urgent tone. Why did they never believe me? “I swear. I’d bet my soul...”

“No betting your soul, Princess,” Victor mumbled.

I grumbled, frustrated. “Gabriel,” I called. “Go look.”

“No.”

“Please?”

“Fuck, no.”

“God damn,” Nathan said. “Someone get up and tell her it’s not snowing so she’ll go back to sleep.”

I shoved my hands into my face, yawning and stretching. I could have told them I heard gunfire and they’d still sleep. I turned enough so I could peek out at the boys, over Nathan bundled up on the cot nearby. He was on his back, but his eyes were closed with an arm draped over his face to ward off light. I spotted Gabriel on the floor nearby, his hair sticking out from just under his blanket. The blonde mixed into the russet and the locks were wild, twisted about and sticking up in places. “Gabriel, I’ll give you anything you want if I’m wrong. Cross my heart. It’s snowing outside right now.”
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