
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“I’m just so nervous,” I said. “I don’t know where to start with this. And it feels selfish to consider it. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

He held me tighter, the muscles in his arms firm around my shoulders. “No one does, Sang. No one. Relationships are always hard.”

I sniffed, getting a lungful of his musk. I breathed it in again, finding comfort in his arms. “Even families,” I said, repeating something Mr. Blackbourne had told me. “Even friends.”

“Even families and friends,” he echoed. He dipped his head down, until his nose buried into my hair and he kissed my scalp. “The really good relationships are extra hard. You have to put a lot of effort into it.” He lifted his head and pulled back enough that he could look at me. “I don’t mean to sound down. I’m just realistic. All of this really relies on you.”
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North was snoring like a buzz saw. 

I’d learned that expression from books I’d read. I didn’t know what a buzz saw was, or how it differed from other saws, and I’d never personally heard one in action, but I thought if anything fit the sound of what I imagined a buzz saw sounded like, North’s exhausted snoring seemed to be the perfect match. 

He didn’t normally snore, only when he was really beat. The few times I’d heard it this bad, it was usually like now: middle of the afternoon and he’d managed to pass out. 

He had every reason to be super tired. We all did. We’d been on the run from McCoy but had finally returned back to almost normal a couple of days ago when he had started chasing a fake Sang around town, thanks to the Academy. I didn’t know who the girl was; I wasn’t sure it was even the same girl each time. 

I thought it was a bad idea to use another girl as a decoy. It was too dangerous for me to be followed, but someone else could be bait? Someone we didn’t know? 

It was a couple of days before the Thanksgiving holidays, so nearly all teachers were trying to fit in last-minute, very important tests. With all the running around, none of us had studied. A couple of the boys were dismissive of the tests. But I was paranoid of getting bad marks. Old habits; if my grades stayed normal, no one at my old house would have anything to say to me. 

My main concern was going back to school while Mr. McCoy was following a fake Sang. We couldn’t skip this week because it was some part of their plan. I was nervous. Mr. Hendricks would inform Mr. McCoy that I was in school. That meant he’d know he’d been following a false lead. They’re hoping for explosions. 

At least we had the day off today to prepare. 

We were at Kota’s house. I was parked on the floor, going over last minute studying. North had been up most of the night, doing some work for the Academy. 

Kota had left to walk Max. I was babysitting the house. And North. 

I closed my textbook, ready to give myself a break and maybe even have a nap, too. 

I heard the side door open. I dismissed it, assuming it was Kota returning. 

I felt a tug at one of the locks of my hair. I turned, ready with a quip, but spotted no one. 

My heart raced. Now I wasn’t just paranoid. I was imagining things. 

I spun around to check the other side of the room. Luke’s face hovered within an inch of mine. 

Startled, I fell back a little, grinning. Didn’t he know better than to tease right now? We were all too stressed and jumpy for surprises like that. 

Luke beamed, his brown eyes happy. His long blond hair was tied back into a sloppy ponytail, with a few locks hanging around his face. His baby blue button-up shirt hung mostly open, only two buttons closed. He cupped my cheek and leaned in close, kissing the opposite side of my face. He drew back and released me, using sign language to talk to me. “Morning, sweetie.” 

I blushed. I glanced at North—still snoring—understanding why his brother wanted to be quiet. It still felt a little strange that he’d kissed me in front of him, even if North was asleep. I signed back, “Aren’t you supposed to be working at the diner?” 

“Taking a break. Actually came to see if you wanted to come back with me.” 

I perked up, nodding. Last week had been so chaotic, with running around like chickens with our heads cut off; I hadn’t been back to the diner much. “Can I work with you?” 

He smiled and nodded. He plopped himself down on the carpet, sprawling out on his back. He lifted a hand, signing in the air by spelling out the letters. “Give me a minute.” 

With his arm hanging in the air, I noticed Sharpie marks. I snagged his wrist, drawing his arm closer so I could inspect it. 

There were numbers marked into his tan skin. It wasn’t his handwriting. It looked like a girl’s. I sent him a quiet, puzzled look. 

Luke’s face jerked into a grin. “Don’t be jealous,” he signed. 

At first, I didn’t realize why he would think I was jealous. Maybe it was because I was reading his arm sideways, but when I looked at it again, I realized it was a phone number. I gaped at him. 

He laughed, covering his mouth with his hand, shaking his head. He sat up, leaned in and whispered, “Some crazy girl walked in, didn’t say a single word to me, grabbed my arm and wrote her phone number on me and left. I didn’t realize until after what she’d done. I think I was just surprised. I’d give her an A for effort, but it was kind of creepy.” 

I knew my mouth was hanging open, but I didn’t know how to respond. I was nowhere in the ballpark of being prepared to handle this situation. How should I? Luke kissed my cheek, called me at night just to talk about school and other things, wanted to go out on dates, slept in my bed...but so did the other guys, including his brother. 

He knew about the secret idea of how to keep the team together. It was a goal for some of the boys, and others, like myself, liked the idea in theory but were unsure if it would make everyone happy. Luke hadn’t talked about it much. I imagined he was still trying to process it. 

I didn’t want to think of other girls gaining their attention. As much as I told myself I shouldn’t, I wanted to be selfish and keep Luke to myself. Luke and North and Victor and everyone else, too. Maybe I shouldn’t. I hadn’t asked for a commitment, and neither had they. Was I to expect Luke to only date me when I dated others? 

Why did my heart hurt so much thinking about Luke letting a strange girl write on his arm? 

In response to my stunned silence, Luke drew his palms over my cheeks again. His brown eyes, usually so happy, drew dark and serious. “Sang,” he whispered. “I’m not interested in her, okay?” 

My cheeks heated. “It’s... fine.” I wanted to sound casual about it, but my voice cracked, betraying my uneasy feelings. It surprised me. I was interested in the idea, but I knew I should let them all make their own decisions. Why did this thought of another girl simply writing her number on him hurt so much? 

Luke’s eyes widened. He reached into his back pocket, pulling out a black Sharpie. He opened it, and swiped the number at his arm, coloring it in. “Look,” he said. “I don’t want it. I was never going to call her. I’m not interested in anyone else.” 

My heart lifted. Why it made me feel better, I wasn’t sure. Maybe it was all the questions in my head. Maybe part of it was because my parents, people who were supposed to always be there for me, didn’t want me. And really, over the years when I’d grown distant from my family, I only had a shaky idea of what commitment and loyalty really was. I didn’t feel I’d earned it—not with the guys. Like anyone could walk in and shake them out of this and convince them to move on. 

I was afraid to lose them. 

But Luke’s eyes begged me to understand and forgive him for something I shouldn’t have to forgive him for. I forced my jealous and conflicted thoughts to the back of my head and put on a brave smile. “You’re making a big black mark on your arm,” I said. 

His face lifted. He pointed the Sharpie at my arm and drew a happy face. “There,” he said. “Now we’ll match.” 

I grinned at him, taking the marker from his hand. I drew a happy face on his arm, followed by a few random spirals and something that looked like a daisy. Since we were already marked up, it seemed okay to at least doodle a bit. 

Luke chuckled but cut it short when North interrupted with a loud snore. Then he twisted onto his side facing us, but his eyes were closed and his snoring stopped. He was still dead asleep, though. 

Luke’s eyebrows rose, and his gaze swept between his brother’s face and the marker in my hand. 

“Luke,” I whispered in a lower tone, sensing his thoughts even before he made a move. “Don’t...” 

Luke pushed a fingertip to his lips, indicating to be quiet. He took the marker from me and got up. He knee-walked close to the couch. He zeroed in on North’s sleeping face. 

I held my breath, sure that North would wake up the moment Luke touched the marker to his skin. North would probably punch Luke before asking questions. Luke was insane. 

Luke’s marker touched down on North’s forehead. In an agonizing couple of seconds, Luke managed to trace in a squiggly line to give North a unibrow. Somehow, that single bit of ink made North much more scary than he’d been before, even while he slept. 

Luke turned to me, wiggling his eyebrows. 

I covered part of my eyes from this. I shook my head at him, waving my arm quietly, trying to tell him to stop. My whole body stiffened, tense. All I could think about was he was going to die when North woke up. 

Luke returned to North’s face, drawing devil horns above his eyebrows and a smilie face on his cheek. After he was done, he glanced again at me, holding out the marker. 

I shook my head. 

Luke hand-signed to me. “Do it or I’ll tell him you did this.” 

My eyes popped out of my head. He was blackmailing me? “I don’t want to die,” I signed back. 

Luke’s eyes lit up. “You’re already dead. You just let me mark his face.” 

I did stand by and let him. I could have yelled or something and woken North up. 

And some evil part in my brain reveled in the idea of doing something to North that would almost be like revenge for all the times he nagged at me about eating healthier and to do my homework. It seemed harmless. He’d yell at me, but he did that already. So what was different now? 

Luke was his brother and knew him better than I did. If he was willing to... 

I gingerly took the Sharpie from Luke’s hand, knee-walking to hover over North’s sleeping face. 

Luke remained behind me, staring, waiting. 

My hand shook. I tried to be as delicate as I could. I started with a simple swirl. The moment the marker met his skin, my heart nearly exploded as I was sure he would wake up. 

He didn’t. He remained as still as ever. 

I did another flower on his face, followed by a star and then I drew a seashell. 

Luke chuckled softly behind me, his fingertips remained on my shoulder, as if encouraging me to continue. 

As if to ask for forgiveness for my small part in painting his face, I drew a tiny heart on the crest of North’s cheek. I took my time with it, trying to make it pretty. 

A big, terrifying hand snapped around my wrist, pulling my hand away from his face. 

North’s intense brown eyes popped open, his brows furrowed in sudden anger despite how deeply asleep he’d been. The markings on his face made his frown look ten times scarier than usual. When his eyes focused and settled on my face, confusion set in, as if he had expected someone else. 

I froze, terrified. 

His eyes moved from my face to the marker in my captured hand, and then back to my face. “Sang,” North emitted a warning tone. 

Holy crap, I’m a dead girl. In fear, I yanked my wrist away, dropping the marker. I scrambled, trying to back away to get up off the floor and make a run for it. 

Luke was gone. The traitor! Whether he had dashed down the hallway or ducked into the kitchen, I wasn’t sure. And I didn’t know best which direction to run and where I could hide. 

I didn’t have a chance. North pounced on me, knocking me to the carpet in a heap. He twisted me onto my back and settled down hard onto my hips, pinning me to the floor as he sat on me. 

I struggled, shifting my body underneath his weight, nearly pulling myself apart as I clawed at the carpet as if that would help me get some traction and I could escape. 

I squealed and giggled like the craziest person on the planet. I was about to die. At least I’d made a pretty heart on his cheek. That thought made me giggle more. 

North smirked and then brushed a palm over his face. “What the hell did you do to me?” he growled. 

“Nothing,” I squeaked out, too high pitched, the word cutting off at the end. 

He sniffed loudly. “You did not just put permanent marker on my face.” 

“Nope.” My voice cracked. Worst liar ever. 

“She drew a heart,” Luke the coward shouted. My best guess was he was hiding in the kitchen. “And a swirly thing. And a smilie face. She did it. It’s all her fault. I tried to stop her.” 

What?! “Traitor!” I called out. 

Luke’s arm appeared from the doorway of the kitchen, displaying the stuff I’d drawn on his arm. “See? She did it to me, too.” 

North grunted. He twisted on top of me, reaching for the marker I’d dropped. His dark eyebrows furrowed, making his now unibrow even more dangerously...hilarious. 

Giggles erupted from my mouth like a bomb. I knew it was the worst reaction to have, but I couldn’t help it. I’d basically admitted my guilt, even if Luke was pinning me for everything, including the stuff I hadn’t done. 

North smirked. He bent over, hovering above me. He held the marker tip inches from my face. “Let’s see what Sang Sorenson looks like with a mustache.” 

My mouth popped open. When he got close with the marker, I turned my head, batting at his arm with my hands. 

He grunted, snagged my wrists up in a quick motion, holding them over my head with one hand as he pinned me to the floor with his body. “Stop moving or it’s going to turn into a penis or something worse.” 

I sucked in a breath, eyes wide with fear. I couldn’t imagine what would have been worse, and I didn’t want to find out. 

The marker touched my skin. North took his time. I felt the swirl of a curly mustache, but after that point, he started drawing on my cheeks and forehead. I couldn’t picture what he was drawing. 

I half whimpered, half giggled. 

Luke appeared and peeked over North’s shoulder, checking out his work. “Not bad, but that curse word under her left eye...make the leg of the k a little longer, it looks weird.” 

“No,” I squealed out, my voice cracking. I was giggling too hard. 

North smirked over me. He nudged my head a little with his arm, turning it to the side. He drew something on my ear. “You are going to have to learn to say no to Luke’s stupid ideas.” 

Luke’s eyes widened above him. “Hey, she did it.” 

“You think I believe for one minute that little Sang here came up with the idea to draw on my face while I was sleeping? She wouldn’t dare.” 

“But she...” 

In one swift movement, North released my wrists and swung an arm around, punching Luke low in the gut. 

Luke choked, clutched at the spot where he’d been struck, and fell sideways to the ground, gasping. 

“That’s for lying to me,” North said. 

Luke chuckled through his pained expression. “Still worth it. Did you see the look on her face when you woke up?” 

“She probably would have gotten away with it if you hadn’t pulled on my foot and nudged me awake.” 

My mouth dropped open, my eyes wild on Luke. “You! You woke him?” 

“See?” North said. “You can’t trust him at things like this. There’s always a secret motive.” 

I struggled underneath North. “Give me the marker. I want to get Luke.” 

North grinned and released me, dropping the pen on my stomach. He lurched over, landing on top of Luke in the same position he’d held me. 

Luke bucked underneath his brother, but North was bigger and easily pinned him to the ground. He held his wrists with both of his hands and waited. I scrambled up, picking up the marker and bent over Luke’s face. 

Luke smirked at me, seeming undisturbed by my being there. “Sang! Sweetie!” he pleaded. “You don’t want to draw on my face, do you? Not your favorite Academy guy, right?” 

“Yeah, I do,” I said, as blankly as if he’d asked me if I wanted a piece of candy. 

“Draw some glasses on him,” North said. “And a penis.” 

I choked on a giggle at that. I couldn’t do it, but I nodded, like that was a good idea. My cheeks heated. 

Luke shook his head, his eyes wide. “No, no, you can’t do that. I’ve got to go back to the diner in a minute. I can’t serve tables with one on my face.” 

“You’re right,” North said. “Make two, Sang.” 

I bent over Luke’s head, drawing a heart on his cheek, and then a bunch of flowers. 

“Sang,” Luke said, pleading but laughing. “Sugar cakes. Uncle’s gonna flip.” 

“What the holy shit fuck is going on in here?” Gabriel’s voice boomed at us, catching me way off guard as it sounded exactly like when North yelled at us. I glanced up and saw he was standing behind the couch, his hands on his hips and his orange and blue jacket hanging off his shoulders, in mid-removal. He stared at us, frozen. 

Kota and Nathan stood behind him, their eyes wide, like they were looking in at animals in a zoo. Kota nudged his glasses, as if he didn’t believe what he was seeing. Nathan smirked, his blue eyes lighting up. 

North grunted, releasing Luke’s arms and edging himself off his brother. “He started it.” 

Gabriel snagged at his hair as if he was going to pull out all of it, blond and brown alike. “Oh my fucking god, her face. What the hell did you do to her face?” 

“Yeah,” Luke said. He sat up quickly, catching the marker from my hands. “Bad Sang. Marking up your face like that.” 

North smacked Luke on the back of his head. “Stop lying or I’m going to punch you again.” 

“I’m just kidding!” 

I stood, unsure what to say. It was all kind of crazy. “I was studying...” I couldn’t think of any reason why. Temporary insanity still worked, didn’t it? 

Gabriel held his arms out wide as he circled the couch. He caught me around my shoulders, hugging me and half picking me up from the floor until my toes grazed the carpet. “Trouble, your face looks like the locker room wall. How the hell am I supposed to get all that off of you?” 

“She’ll be fine,” Kota said. “She can wash it off.” 

Gabriel turned with me still in his arms. “Do you see this? This is Sharpie. This doesn’t come off of skin. Unless I douse her in turpentine.” 

Nathan chuckled, shaking his head and running a palm over his red-brown hair. “Sorry. I think we’re fresh out of turpentine.” 

“Go ahead and laugh but what happens when she shows up to school like this?” 

“She’s not going to school with Sharpie on her face,” Kota said. 

“She’s got tests tomorrow,” Nathan said. 

“Do something, Kota,” Gabriel pleaded. “Ground them. Ground North and Luke.” 

Kota smirked, shrugging and raising his hands up in defeat. “Oh no. If you want someone grounded, you have to do it. Personally, it looks like they’ve punished themselves pretty evenly.” 

Gabriel released me until I was standing. He collected my face in his hands and looked at me. “Oh my god, your face. Your poor face.” 

“Can you get it off her in like five minutes?” Luke asked. “I was going to take her back with me to work.” 

“What?” Gabriel gasped? “You? What? No. Are you crazy?” 

“Hurry up. We’re going to be late.” 
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Gabriel eventually complained enough that everyone except Nathan gathered upstairs in Kota’s bedroom to figure out how to get permanent marker off of skin. Nathan ran ahead to the diner to take Luke’s shift. 

Kota took off his jacket, hanging it over his computer chair at his desk. He readjusted the sleeves of his thin green sweater until they were mid-forearm, showing a hint of the lean and firm muscles. He sat down at his desk and started to take off his Converse shoes. I was oddly fascinated by his calmness and at the same time feeling awkward for having behaved so much like a little kid only moments ago. 

Gabriel hovered over him, shifting from foot to foot. He’d thrown his jacket down on the floor by the stairs and was now in dark jeans and a bright orange tank shirt peeking out from the neck of a dark purple sweater. “Come on, Kota,” he said. “I don’t want this ink on her face to become a tattoo. I think if we leave it long enough, it’ll sink in.”

“She’ll live,” Kota said with a small smile on his face. He looked at me, admiring the marks. “It’s kind of cute.”

My cheeks heated, and I pressed my lips together in a tight smile. I couldn’t imagine what sort of things were on my face that he’d think was cute. I fiddled with a fold in my jeans, trying to pretend I wasn’t listening. I wanted to see what was on my face but was nervous to do so now when they were looking at me like that.

“It’s not that cute,” Gabriel said, and my head jerked up in reaction. He looked at me, too, and then quieted as his eyes focused on my cheeks and forehead.

I sat on Kota’s bed, and waited for them to look away, and when neither did, I broke eye contact. I stared blankly at the wall, trying to appear casual and ended up looking at Luke.

He was sprawled out on the floor on his back, stretching. Some of his blond hair threaded through the carpet, getting a bit messy. “She might like it,” he said. “Ever consider she might want to keep it?”

North crossed the room to the bed, and sat at my feet, his knees bent, and he rested an arm over his knee. “She can like it all she wants, but she can’t go to school with marker on her face.”

“I really don’t need that sort of attention,” I said. I could imagine the kids at school commenting on the marks, especially on my cheeks and nose. I looked at Luke’s skin. While there were some swirls and flowers and a smilie face, there was also that large block of ink from where he colored in the phone number and additional marks around his face that were just lines and patches of black. “If we weren’t going to school, maybe. Were you going to keep yours?”

“Hmm,” he said, reaching back to take the clip out of his hair. The blond locks spilled over the floor in a slight wave. With his tan skin and model-like face, the marker made his features appear thin. “I might.” 

“You can’t go to school like that,” North said. 

“I might keep some.”

“Not the ones on your face and arms.”

Luke pressed his lips together and closed his eyes. I could only see the back of North’s head, but the tension in the room was a little different then, like Luke was the one in trouble. I wasn’t sure what to say, if I should defend Luke, or even how to.

Kota stood up, walking in his socks to the bathroom and opening the door. “Well, you might be going to school with it all if we don’t find the right solution.” He flicked on the light of the bathroom and opened the cabinet below the sink, leaning in beyond where I could see. There was a shuffling as he moved things around. “Hm, I might need to do some research. I don’t remember what takes off permanent ink. Lotion? Rubbing alcohol?”

Gabriel followed him, standing at his elbow. “It’s not like they make permanent marker removal creams,” he said.

“They might somewhere,” Kota said. “I just don’t have some. It hasn’t really been an issue.”

“We’re not little kids drawing on ourselves,” Gabriel said. “Most of us know better.”

I was staring at Luke’s jeans, spacing out while listening to Kota and Gabriel. There was a flash of light. I looked up, and another flash caught me right in the eyes. North had snapped a picture with his phone, positioning it like taking a selfie only he had the camera pointed at me. 

He smirked as he looked at the screen of his phone. From over his shoulder, I could see the surprised look on my face, along with the marks. “Not my favorite look for you.”

I flashed a goofy smile at him and nudged him in the shoulder. The nap must have done him some good. He wasn’t as grumpy at least. 

“Hey,” Luke said. He sat up and whipped out his cell phone. “Good idea.” He snapped a picture of me, and then another one. He studied the screen on his phone and frowned, and then curled his fingers in a come hither motion. “You’re too far. North’s ugly mug keeps getting in the way. Come on over. I want a picture of both of us.”

“Oh yeah,” Gabriel leaned out of the bathroom door, waving a hand in his direction. “Just make it another trophy.”

“Huh?” I asked, although I got up and moved around North to sit next to Luke on the floor. North had gotten a photo. Shouldn’t Luke?

“I mean he’s got a lot of pictures of all the times he’s ever pranked anyone,” Gabriel said. He became distracted when Kota pulled out his cell phone and started looking at it. Gabriel pointed to the screen as Kota started typing. “Don’t read the articles. Check out the videos. A lot of those articles are trash.”

“You don’t know that,” Kota said.

“Just trust me. You can watch someone on YouTube take off permanent marker, if it can be done. That way you know it works, and it isn’t just some geezer writing an article for a quick buck and he didn’t actually know shit. Video is evidence.”

Luke put his arm around me, and put his phone in front of our faces and flashed a few pictures. “Smile, Sang.”

I was still half listening to Gabriel and had lost what I was doing. I smiled, cheesy and guiltily. I reached up to my hair, unsure how sloppy it might be since we were wrestling a bit on the floor downstairs. Locks fell around my face. I reached back to fix them.

Luke snapped a few photos anyway, not giving me much of a chance to fix myself. I saw colored spots after the bright flashes. “You keep photos when you do pranks like this?” I asked.

“I can’t get photos every time,” Luke said. He leaned away from me and started swiping through photos on his phone, searching through them. “Sometimes I’m too busy running.”

“Because you know you’ll get into trouble,” North said. “Which reminds me, you still owe me some new tires.”

My lips parted, and I looked over at Luke, who grinned at his phone with a guilty expression. “What did you do to North’s tires?”

“How was I supposed to know the paint would eat away at his tire tread?” Luke asked. “I thought you could just wash it off.”

“If I wash my tires with water and soap, and they turn orange, the color doesn’t just wash out,” North said.

Luke flipped around his phone to me, showing me North’s black Jeep, only with bright orange tires. The tires were wet, with North standing by, looking angry and confused. Some chemical reaction must have happened causing the tires to change colors. 

Luke beamed at the shock on my face. “Looks awesome, doesn’t it?”

“You’re costing me a fortune,” North said. “You’ve been going too far. One of these days, you’re going to piss off the wrong person.”

“I only mess with my favorite people,” Luke said. “If I don’t like you, I won’t care enough to do anything.”

North shifted his feet, stretching out his legs while sitting on the floor, and then bent them again, putting his arms over the knees. He peered over them, his dark eyes showing just a hint of amusement. “Please, Luke, don’t like me anymore.”

I smiled, tempted to tell Luke the same thing. Was it better to be pranked? It was kind of fun, but I could see North’s point that if he didn’t think ahead, it might cause problems, like costing North some new tires.

Kota returned with a bottle of sunscreen spray and a roll of paper towels. “According to the internet, this works.”

“I don’t know if we should trust it,” Gabriel said, trailing behind him. “That’s just the first one we came across. And someone in the comments said it didn’t work. I don’t know if this will just streak the marker.”

“We need a guinea pig,” Kota said and then turned to Luke, shaking the sunscreen spray. 

Luke chuckled. “Yeah, I guess I’m it.” He pumped his fist once. “For science!”

“Or if makes it worse, let’s just call it karma for starting this whole mess,” Gabriel said. 

Kota sat down cross-legged on the floor in front of Luke. “Let’s just focus on getting this stuff off. If this doesn’t work, we’ll need to try something else.” He adjusted his glasses quickly. He shook the sunscreen can again and then picked up Luke’s arm. He started spraying the stuff thickly over the black marks. 

The ink started to streak, and at first I was worried Gabriel was right. He’d end up with a coated partially blackened arm.

Kota took a paper towel and started to wipe. The marker came off cleanly. I blew out a quick breath, relieved and hoping that this still worked when it was my turn to get cleaned up.

“We might need more sunscreen spray after this,” Kota said. 

“I’ll put it on the shopping list,” North said.

At least the marker was coming off easily. Kota continued to work on Luke by spraying carefully over his face and wiping away from his eyes. 

I got up, heading to the bathroom and checking the mirror, looking over the damage. Luke had lied about the curse word on my face. There weren’t any words at all. There were stick men, and stars and a moon and something that looked like an alien. 

And then I remembered my ear and I checked. There was a tiny heart, small and cute, right on my lobe.

I smiled at it and then combed out my hair a bit, letting the locks that frame my face hide my ear. I didn’t want Kota to get rid of it just yet. If I could get away with it, I’d keep it. At least for a little while.

When I got out of the bathroom, Luke was wiping at his skin with a dry paper towel. Kota was collecting the stained, dirty ones into a plastic bag. Gabriel was lying on the bed now, looking like he wanted a nap. 

“I smell like I’ve been to the beach,” Luke said.

“Get over to the diner,” North said. “Take your shift back from Nathan.”

“I know what I need to do,” Luke said. “You don’t have to tell me.” He got up and started walking toward the stairs.

“You’ve been running off lately whenever you get a break from the diner,” North said. “Nathan needs a break. He doesn’t need you running off now.”

“I never miss a shift. I’m always back on time,” Luke said, pausing to turn and look at him. He held his hands out. “I do my job. Just because I’m not a slave to it like you are—”

“I’m not talking about working more at the diner,” North said. “I’m talking about you disappearing every day.”

“I don’t go anywhere,” he said. North opened his mouth to reply, but Luke waved him off in a very abrupt way and rushed to the stairs. His footsteps shuffled quickly over the carpeted steps. I listened to the noises he made going through the house, and finally when he closed the door as he left.

I eased over to sit next to Kota on the floor, feeling odd about being there while North was fussing at Luke. Wasn’t North being a little harsh on his brother? I wasn’t sure what Luke might be up to, but unless Luke was really needed somewhere, like for the Academy jobs or the diner, if he wanted to spend time alone, shouldn’t he be allowed? Just because North didn’t know where he went, did that mean Luke was going to get into trouble?

And where was Luke going? I hadn’t noticed him disappearing anywhere. The boys were coming and going all the time, so it was difficult to keep track, and I always assumed they were either at home or on some Academy job.

North scooted over across the carpet, heading my way. He took the sunscreen spray from Kota and motioned to me. “Let me get that shit off of you.”

I checked in with Kota, who wasn’t looking at me, but at the window, as if he following Luke with his eyes. Absently, he passed over the supplies to North. “Just be careful around her eyes.”

“I know, I know,” North said. He frowned as he tried to look at my face while on the floor. He got up and sat on the bed, nudging Gabriel over. “Don’t go to sleep. You’ll be up all night.”

Gabriel rolled over and faced the wall, giving North more room. “I’m a teenager,” he said. “I need lots of sleep. Science people said so on YouTube.”

North curled his fingers in my direction. “Get up off the floor.”

I sat on the bed next to North, and let him clean off my face. I wrinkled my nose at the heavy scent of sunscreen filling my nose. It was a little much, and my eyes blurred as I wanted to sneeze. He ignored my ear and cleaned my face and the marks on my arm. I didn’t need to say anything about leaving the heart. Either he forgot, or he liked it, too, and left it alone.

“Gabriel,” Kota said and got up to sit in his computer chair. He turned on his computer and started clicking on different files. I could see little over his shoulder, only the edge of Internet windows. “Where has Luke been going lately?”

“Shit if I know,” Gabriel said. “We haven’t really been hanging out lately.”

“What have you been doing?” Kota asked. “Are you two okay?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Just trying to stay out of Pam’s way,” Gabriel said. “She’s still into that new guy, the one that basically kicked me and Sang out. He stinks and is always looking for money. They fight about it. I might start storing stuff at Victor’s house before the guy thinks to sell things off while I’m not around. And whenever I see Pam, she’s handing me condoms. Like she thinks I’m fucking around with Sang every time I leave the house.”

I blushed, staring at the floor, embarrassed to think of if I ever had to go over to Gabriel’s house again and see Pam. Could I look her in the face? 

Suddenly, I realized Kota might not know the truth. I stared at the floor, afraid that Gabriel might reveal some hint of we’d been caught kissing or something else. Kota may not be ready for that. I hadn’t been ready...

“Don’t talk like that,” North said, spraying sunscreen into a paper towel and using it to wipe closer to my eyes. The cool spray wetted my skin, and my eyes watered at the strong smell. I wanted to wipe at them, but knew better, as I’d probably get ink and sunscreen in my eyes.

“I can talk how I want, North,” Gabriel said in a deeper tone.

I gritted my teeth. Was everyone grumpy?

“Guys,” Kota said with his eternally patient tone. “Back to Luke. Is he okay? The last time he ran off like this was when we were talking about starting up at the high school, and he wasn’t really into the idea. Is he upset with something?”

I turned to look at Gabriel, who was still on his side, facing the wall, but he didn’t say anything. There was a heaviness in the silence, and while I couldn’t confirm his feelings, I could only assume we were thinking the same thing. If Luke was upset about anything, it must have been the recent discovery he, Gabriel and I had made. 

Luke was the one who had discovered North had been having secret conversations with someone about me joining the team. He’d found Lily and her team, and had invited Gabriel and me along to find out what they were up to. 

Unfortunately, the answer was something we hadn’t expected at all. I wasn’t even sure I understood how their plan would work. To keep the team together, we all needed to stay together. For Lily’s team, that meant she and the four guys on her team got married. They’d fallen in love and lived together in a house in the middle of nowhere without neighbors. 

It might not be the only way, but it was their way, and from what we’d heard, the only real way it worked out for the long term. After talking it over with Mr. Blackbourne later, we learned other teams had tried it but hadn’t been successful. 

Lily kept in contact with me, but I didn’t know what to say to her. I wasn’t really sure I had processed the idea. Gabriel and I talked about it on occasion, but we hadn’t broken off to talk to anyone else yet. I think we were still trying to get used to the idea, and what it meant to us. Luke hadn’t talked too much about the encounter since it happened, although he was always nice to me when we did talk, like today.

The silence continued. Kota went on. “If we don’t know, maybe one of us should ask him.”

“I don’t think he wants to talk to me right now,” Gabriel said. “I’ve tried a couple of times, but whatever he’s got bottled up, he’s keeping to himself.”

“He sure as hell won’t talk to me,” North said and then sighed. “I’ve been pushing at him to get his head together, and he’s been fighting back, like how he fights me on everything lately.”

“You may need to back off for a while,” Kota said. “Whatever he’s going through, you don’t want to push him too far.”

The problem was, without North being able to talk to him and Gabriel bowing out, I wasn’t sure who else could get through to him. I didn’t have a chance to talk to anyone personally about where everyone else stood on this. Maybe Victor, although he’d had to spend more time at home in the last week, with an upcoming concert happening for a charity event. 

It couldn’t be Kota, and I wasn’t totally sure how the others would talk to him about the issue. It left only one person, and since Luke hadn’t talked to me about it yet, I wasn’t sure he would. “Maybe...I should talk to him,” I said.

North made a last swipe at my face with a dry paper towel. “That might be a good idea.”

“I just worry if it’s a guy problem, that he’s not going to explain it to her,” Kota said. “Or he’s just going to tell her it’s no big deal when it really is. Or maybe it’s some assignment in the Academy he’s not sure about and doesn’t know how to refuse.”

“It’s either her or Mr. Blackbourne,” North said. “Personally, I think she should give it a go first. Mr. Blackbourne’s busy.”

Out there somewhere was a fake Sang in a blond wig, along with another Academy guy, sometimes it was Nathan or Kota, and sometimes it was someone else, running around ahead of Mr. Morris and other teachers, and Mr. Blackbourne followed them for extra protection. This was to keep Mr. Hendricks’s spies busy while Mr. McCoy was scouting a fake Academy school. It was meant to distract them all and allow Mr. Hendricks to feel like he had an advantage over us now. 

Mr. Blackbourne had to stay away from the real me and the rest of us, though. We were lucky we hadn’t had any unusual cars or any other activity for the past week. All of the spies were in downtown Charleston with the fake Sang and Mr. Blackbourne.

We couldn’t keep up this charade forever. Tomorrow, I’d be back at school, and so would Mr. Blackbourne. 

If we couldn’t subtly draw them out, we’d do it loudly, according to Kota, relaying what Mr. Blackbourne had told him. If this was the subtle part, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know about the louder version. I didn’t even know what it really meant, but whenever I heard a door open or a car passing by, my heart raced. Kota watched the street, as did the other guys, and we waited, either for orders as to what to do, or a sign that Mr. Morris or someone else had returned and had given up the chase. 

Until then, we had a bit of breathing room, but it was like waiting in the lounge right before you went in to see a doctor, on the edge and uncomfortable.

Kota sighed, sitting back as he touched the corner of his glasses. He corrected one of his sleeves of his sweater, which had fallen around his wrist, and adjusted it back up his arm. His eyes shifted back and forth, probably calculating a plan of some sort. “Sang might be the best one for this, at least for now.”

There didn’t seem to be an alternative. I was pretty sure I knew the reason Luke was so distant. In a way, it was my fault. I was the one caught in the middle. We’d gone out to look for answers; answers North had already sought out, only to find more problems. Problems we weren’t ready to face. 

“I can do it,” I said quietly, not totally confident, but not having much choice, either. “Let me get some time with him alone. He might open up.”

Kota smiled a little. “You’re getting more Academy every day.”

“Isn’t she?” North said with a proud spark in his dark eyes.

My cheeks radiated with heat. I wasn’t sure how to respond. It was odd that Kota seemed oblivious to what was going on, and guilt threaded its way into the center of my heart. I wasn’t sure how to talk to him lately. It was odd to know what I knew and not talk to him about it. I didn’t like keeping the secret, but the others thought it best to wait a little. Victor especially thought I should wait, and perhaps let them explain it to him instead. 

However, they were hesitating, and I thought they were waiting for me. They wanted to know how I felt about it. I didn’t have an answer for them. Could I even start to consider this? What if I tried, and they all didn’t want to? Could I bear to lose any of them at this point? 

The other thing on my mind was how I was going to bring up the topic to Luke. I hadn’t really noticed anything wrong with him earlier when we were talking. If he’d been taking off to think, was it wrong? Maybe that was what he needed.

Kota and North were concerned, though, and they’d known him longer. I checked on Gabriel, who appeared to be really asleep now. I thought if I got a chance later, I’d talk to him and get his real opinion. After jumping ahead last time, I was hesitant to be the one trying to help. 

North passed me the spray sunscreen. I took my time working on his face, all except a small heart on his cheek, real close to his hairline, which I pretended not to notice. I wasn’t sure if he’d be mad about it later, but I couldn’t bring myself to wash it away.

After I was finished with him, he stood up and stretched. As he lifted his arms up, the black T-shirt he wore shifted, revealing his stomach. My eyes went to the dips and lines in his hips, and I absently stared, curious about how male hips did that. Mine didn’t look like that. 

There was a gentle hand on the top of my head, causing me to pull myself out of my daze and look up. North smirked at me. 

My cheeks heated, embarrassed to have been caught staring...down there.

“I’m going back to the diner,” North said, looking at me as he said it, but seeming to be talking to everyone. He held on to his smirk as he did so.

“You should take the rest of the day off,” Kota said. He had turned toward his computer, looking over some files and emails. “We’ve got a lot to do this week, and it might be your only chance.”

“I’m just going to check the schedule,” North said. “I might give Luke a bit of time off.” He released my head but still looked at me. “Maybe you can get him alone this week.”

I nodded. That sounded like a good idea. Maybe he was like Gabriel and needed time off to figure things out. I’d have to figure out how to approach him. What does Luke like to do when he has time off? “I could take him to the grocery store and get some snacks he likes,” I said. “And maybe a movie night in?”

North had a funny look on his face for a moment, a little pained. Was it the suggestion about letting Luke buy snacks? Did he not want to encourage his junk food habit? I considered it a nice way to get him to relax and then ask him things.

“I guess,” he said. “Whatever you think will work.”

“It’s a great idea,” Kota said. He turned in his chair, looking at me. “If he agrees, you can borrow my car to go.”

“He’ll probably want to take the Jeep instead,” North said with a small smile.

Kota’s lips dipped slightly, and he touched the corner of his glasses. “What’s wrong with my car?”

“That old green sedan is going to kill you one day,” North said.

“It still works. Why get a new one if it still works?”

“I offered to get you a new one. Or to keep the one you used when yours was taken.”

“And I said give it to that family in Moncks Corner.”

“And I gave it to them after you wouldn’t shut up about getting your old car back.”

Kota shrugged. “I like my car.”

North rolled his head back until he was looking at the ceiling light and sighed. “Fine. Keep your damn car. But I want to check it out again this week. Maybe rebuild the engine after this whole school ordeal is over.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my engine,” Kota said. 

North made a noise that was a mix of a grunt and a groan. He snapped his head back to look at me. “Do you want to come with me? You can walk back with Luke. Maybe keep track of him so he doesn’t run off before you get a chance to take him out.”

“Okay,” I said, starting to get up, and then looked at Gabriel. He was still facing the wall, possibly already asleep, even through the talking. I glanced at the others. Kota turned to his computer, seeming busy. North checked his pocket for his phone and then headed for the stairs. 

I quickly bent over Gabriel, gently squishing at his chest as I held myself up.

“Urg,” Gabriel said in a sleepy slur. I caught the lilac scent he wore today in a wave. His two locks of blond hair partially covered his eyes, and then he reached up an arm, moving it over his brow to block light. “What?”

I bent over, and while I was trying to appear like I was whispering, I gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek. “Bye.”

He said nothing, but the crests of his cheeks dotted with pink. 

He might not even remember it, but it made me feel good to at least tell him goodbye. 

And then I felt guilty about leaving Kota without saying goodbye, so when I got up, I went to him, standing behind him at the chair. 

“Am I forgetting something?” Kota asked, typing something on his computer as he talked. He turned when he finished and looked at me. “You okay?”

I smiled and then held out my arms like I wanted a hug. I was getting better at this touching thing.

He smirked and then stood, the computer chair rolling back a bit. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders in a tight hug. “You’re coming right back, aren’t you? I mean, you’re getting your food and heading to Nathan’s?”

“Maybe. Who knows how long this might take. And if we do take the Jeep, we might leave from the diner and Luke likes to pile in the food.”

“I’ll be here all night tonight,” he said. He smoothed his palm down my back. My face was pressed into his chest, the green sweater smelling like sweet spice, the pattern making dents in my cheek. “I don’t know if you want to bring him here if you need to talk to him. Nathan’s home tonight. I don’t know if Luke will talk if he’s around.”

I hadn’t thought about that. “Maybe...maybe Nathan could stay with you tonight? We can just assume Luke will spend the night, and this might take time? And if we get interrupted, who knows when this week I’ll be able to get a chance to talk to him with school and all.”

Kota was silent for a long moment. To most people, asking to spend a night with a boy was probably not acceptable, but in our case, it had turned into our normal. Still, there was a small bit of hesitation from Kota. 

“Fine,” he said. “Just remember that you’ve got school tomorrow, too. Don’t stay up all night. And brush your teeth.”

I mentally giggled at his reminder to clean my teeth. “Okay.” I stepped away and turned, surprised to find North still standing at the top of the stairs, looking in at us.

Again, there was a slightly pained expression on his face. It made me hesitate. 

North shook his head, and the look was gone. “Coming?”

I sighed and walked toward him. Was I just paranoid? North had mentioned he approved of a situation similar to what Lily had, a complicated relationship with one girl and a bunch of guys. He wasn’t sure how it would work, but he said he wanted it to work.

But the look on his face made me wonder, did he truly like the idea, or did he say he liked it, and then when confronted with my kissing Gabriel’s cheek and hugging Kota, had second thoughts? 

This was going to be more complicated than we thought.
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Tricks and Masks
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Downstairs, I put on a pair of sneakers and looked around for a jacket, before I remembered I’d come without one. It’d been warmer that morning, and now in the early afternoon, the wind had shifted outside and everyone was wearing light sweaters. I was in a thin shirt. “I should go get a jacket,” I said.

“Here,” North said, pulling a thin black hoodie from the couch, the one he’d taken off and slept on. He passed it to me. “Wear this.”

I was going to refuse and say he should use it, but I wanted to get going, and it was a short walk. I took the hoodie, getting my arms into the sleeves and zipping it up. It was big around me, covering my butt. I rolled the sleeves up to my forearms.

The scent of his musk filled my nose then, heavier than before. I relished the scent, letting it fill my nose.

He waited while I made the adjustments and then nodded toward the front of the house. “Let’s walk,” he said. “I think we should go through Nathan’s yard and the woods. It means less time in the street, just in case we get Mr. Morris or someone else coming along.”

“North,” I said, falling in behind him as he headed toward the door. My eyes went to the many knick-knacks in the house, the Lee family photos and a gold clock and plants. Now that I had a moment alone with North, I wanted to talk about all the things I couldn’t with Kota around. “Do you think Luke’s upset about when we went to see Lily?”

“I have a feeling he is,” he said. “Any time there’s a change in his life, he takes off to adjust. I’m glad you didn’t say anything to Kota about it just yet. I want to talk to him first when I can. For Luke, he probably hasn’t adjusted to it, although he hasn’t said he disliked the idea, which I guess means he’s at least considering it.”

It seemed reasonable. I’d probably do the same thing although I wasn’t able to be alone much with the boys around; I still found moments in the bathroom, or in bed after the others had gotten up, to just consider what we were doing. “You mentioned he went off to think when you all chose to start at the school?”

“It was when we were having the discussion,” he said as he undid the lock on the front door and held it open for me. With the way the light shone in from outside, it shadowed his features, making him look a little scarier than normal, even though he was calm. “Luke’s a little different. He gets used to a routine because then he can predict what his days are going to be like. When you change it, he has to change his idea of what’s ahead of him.”

“He daydreams about having regular days?” I stepped out onto the front porch but then turned to look at him, sticking my hands into my pockets. 

“It was like when we started talking about the diner idea, too,” he said. He stepped out and started to dig for his keys in his pocket. He selected a green one and put it in the door, locking up behind us. “He had to picture himself in a diner and working there. It’s not his ideal career, but he liked the fact that there would be apple pies, and macaroni and cheese being served all the time.”

That seemed to make sense for Luke. When I’d first met him, he had a set idea of what he wanted for the diner. He had me imagine with him what it might look like. While the finished diner wasn’t exactly as I pictured it, it was still very nice, and Luke seemed to enjoy it. “And you think he just needs to think about this new situation?”

“We all have to think about it. A lot.” He turned to me. He stuck his hands into his pockets, which bulked up his shoulders a bit. “Sweetheart, you don’t just jump into something like this without a lot of thinking. I’m not even sure if I’ve fully thought it through.”

My lips parted, and my mouth hung open. I wanted to respond, but it made me incredibly hesitant about the whole thing when he was unsure. If none of us were certain about it, how could it be a good idea at all? 

He stood close to me, so his head was bent forward as he looked down at my face. “We’re young, Sang. I can’t forget that. We think we know what we want now, but in the future, that might change. Sometimes I wonder if we shouldn’t put this off for a while, and see how we feel then.”

The thought made my heart sink, and I was shaking my head before my brain could register his meaning. “I don’t understand,” I said. “I thought you wanted this.”

“I want you to be happy, Sang,” he said. He reached out, putting a warm palm against my neck and holding me. “We haven’t really talked about this since last week.”

“I kept meaning to talk to you,” I said. I touched my forefinger and thumb together inside my pocket, smoothing my skin, anxiety building in me at his words. “I should talk to Lily, too, but I don’t even know where to start.” Every time I tried, it was like I expected some magical solution that would have it all make sense to it. Nothing she said made me feel different. I felt stuck, wanting them to be sure, and not feeling stable enough to say I was into it until that point. 

North pressed his lips together and blinked slowly, considering. “Maybe you should talk to Luke,” he said.

“I’m going to,” I said. “He’s probably having a tough time thinking through it.”

“I mean, because I’m not really sure if you’re ready for this, either. Maybe this will be a dual purpose. You can find out together what you want.”

I had to grit my teeth against the wave of sudden sadness that filled me. Did he not believe that I cared about him? Or that I cared about the rest of them? “I want you to be happy, too,” I said in a desperate tone, giving away more than I meant to.

North sighed and then pulled his hands from his pockets and tugged me to him. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and neck, pulling me into his chest. 

We hugged for a while, the warmth of his body against mine, my cheek against his chest. He pressed his face down toward the top of my head, his lips moving against my scalp when he spoke. “I will be,” he said, “but only if you’re happy.”

I buried my face into his black T-shirt and tried to catch myself before I teared up. It felt wrong that he should wait to be happy. Wasn’t this what he wanted? For us to work together to bring the family closer? “I’m just so nervous,” I said. “I don’t know where to start with this. And it feels selfish to consider it. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

He held me tighter, the muscles in his arms firm around my shoulders. “No one does, Sang. No one. Relationships are always hard.”

I sniffed, getting a lungful of his musk. I breathed it in again, finding comfort in his arms. “Even families,” I said, repeating something Mr. Blackbourne had told me. “Even friends.”

“Even families and friends,” he echoed. He dipped his head down, until his nose buried into my hair and he kissed my scalp. “The really good relationships are extra hard. You have to put a lot of effort into it.” He lifted his head and pulled back enough that he could look at me. “I don’t mean to sound down. I’m just realistic. All of this really relies on you.”

“Me?” I said.

“What’s the point if you’re not into it?” he asked. “That’s the core issue. I think Mr. Blackbourne might have been wrong to wait to see if us guys were into this before we approached you about it. What would any of that matter if you weren’t at the heart of it?” He let go of my shoulder to lift my chin between his fingers. “I should have come to you first when we learned about it. Why put them all through this if you were never going to accept it?”

I wasn’t sure if I could have handled that then or even now. I wanted to believe; I liked the idea, but the execution was hard to picture. How would it work? What about jealousy? What if Kota wasn’t interested? There were so many questions, and with each additional guy that seemed to agree to it, the more complicated the puzzle became. 

The biggest concern I had was if they learned I was really interested that they might turn away, unwilling to try. There would be no going back and our relationships would change. 

North licked his lips and then opened his mouth like he was going to say something when he looked up over my head. His eyes narrowed, head tilted slightly, like he was unsure what he was seeing. 

Suddenly his grip on me tightened, and he bared his teeth. “Shit,” he said.

I started to turn. Was it McCoy? Had he gotten away? Was it one of Mr. Hendricks’s spies watching us? I was supposed to be hidden, but the street had been clear. We had meant to hurry along, and I’d distracted us.

I pulled myself free of his grasp, and looked around, trying to identify what was bothering him. I was looking out toward the street but then realized he wasn’t looking at the street, but up at Kota’s front porch window.

My heart stopped. Was it Kota? Had he seen? Would he be upset?

But then I focused again. Somehow, I had missed the white mask hanging mid-pane on one of the windows, looking out at the street, as if placed there for Halloween. But Halloween was long past, and the mask hadn’t been there before.

I stepped back, into North, as if the face could turn and look at me. The mask stared blankly out at the street.

North turned, looking at the second window on the other side of the door. Another mask was there, in the same position.

North pulled away from me, going into the lawn. I followed, dreading it but also needing to see.

I stood with him in the lawn, looking back at the house. Each window had a similar mask, including one on Kota’s upstairs bedroom. We were just up there. How did one get put up there?

Several white masks looked back out at us. Every window had one.

“Volto was here?” I asked, stepping closer to North, reaching for his hand. It was obvious Volto had been there, but I was hoping North would say it wasn’t true and that the masks had been there for another reason. 

Volto had a habit of leaving his calling card whenever he showed up lately. What did he want now? 

North looked at the different windows, frowning. “Kota, Nathan or Gabriel would have seen these when they came in. It had to have happened after they got here.”

“Luke didn’t say anything about it when he left,” I said.

North’s frown deepened. He put his hands on his hips and then looked toward the garage. “Max also didn’t bark.”

I didn’t fully understand why this was important, but the intensity in North’s dark eyes struck right into my center. “Max?” I asked.

He nodded toward the garage, and I followed his gaze. Max was on his lead, padding around the driveway. The lead was long enough to allow him to start down the small sidewalk that led to the front steps. He couldn’t get far, but he would have noticed anyone out front. 

“He didn’t bark,” I said, considering North’s comment and turning back to look at the masks. “He knows whoever did this.”

North shifted his jaw, grinding his teeth. “Luke left for the diner just a little while ago. I can’t picture Volto being able to do this after Luke left and keep Max from barking.”

“Do you think Luke would do such a thing?” I asked. “This seems a little too far of a prank, even for him.” Luke had been upset but was also very sweet. He would have known something like this was too serious to joke about.

However, I considered the most logical answer, and I didn’t like the results. Luke had the ability to get up to Kota’s window quietly enough to not cause us alarm. Max knew Luke and wouldn’t have barked. Luke had access to masks, ones we’d collected from Volto when he’d left them behind. The more I thought about it, the more Luke seemed to be our best guess. 

North brushed a palm against his cheek. “I hate to say this, but I really hope it is Luke pulling a prank.” He turned his head, looking down at me. “I don’t want to think of the alternative.”

“What’s that?”

He pressed his lips together, shaking his head. “No. Don’t make me say it.” 

He turned toward the house and jogged to it. He took one of the masks off the window. He flipped it over in his hands and checked it out.

I glanced nervously at the road. I was spending a lot of time in the street, but I didn’t see any new cars driving up. I went to the steps, looking up at him, a little afraid to see for myself what he might be looking at. “Is there something there?”

“Nothing,” he said. He looked at the other one on the opposite side of the door. He marched over and ripped it off. “Help me get these off.”

We did the bottom row quickly, but Kota’s second-floor window was a little more complicated.

As we stood on the lawn, considering how to get it down, I thought about the night, not too long ago, when Luke and I had climbed a roof very quietly. He could have done this. It saddened me to think he might have. He could get into some serious trouble, especially with Mr. Blackbourne. 

But if Luke hadn’t done it, it meant a host of other problems for us. It meant Volto was just as sneaky, and he could get past Max, which meant he’d spent some time here. That was too close. 

“I’ll have to go upstairs to grab it,” North said, still looking at the last mask. He went over to the trash cans and opened one of the lids, dropping the stack of masks inside before shutting it again. “I’m not sure if I want to draw attention to it now if Kota hasn’t noticed. Give me a minute to think about this. Let me get you to the diner.”

“We should tell him.”

“I know,” he said, gritting his teeth. “Just give me a minute to think about it. Luke’s in enough trouble, and if this is his way of getting back at us, things might be worse than we thought.”

In a way, suddenly I understood why North had been grumpy with Luke. If Luke was messing up like this, maybe he was trying, in the only way he knew, to straighten Luke out. Would the Academy punish him somehow if he went too far? “What should we do?” I asked.

He tugged me toward the street and over toward Nathan’s yard. “We don’t know who it was,” he said. “But I want you to do me a favor. Don’t confront Luke about this now. If you’re going out with him tonight, check his phone for evidence.”

“Steal his phone? You mean look at the pictures?”

“I’m really hoping he did this. But I also don’t want to yell at him, which I might not be able to help if I ask him directly. I don’t want to add to it if he’s feeling too much pressure and is lashing out at us. Pretend we walked quickly to the diner and didn’t even see it while leaving. We almost didn’t.”

I was never good at lying, but I had to agree with him. “Okay,” I said. “But what if it is Volto?”

“If he is back, there’s nothing to do about it now since we don’t know why or what the masks mean. Take off with Luke in my Jeep. Behave like normal but don’t run off alone anywhere. I’ll check in on you.” He sighed as he hurried around Nathan’s house, guiding the way through the woods. “God, though it’ll piss me off, I hope Luke did this. Otherwise, things have gotten way more complicated.”

I understood. If Volto was around and could slip in and around Kota’s house even with Max on patrol, we were really helpless to stop him and what might he do next? I snapped my fingers. “The cameras!” I exclaimed. “What about them? Doesn’t Kota have cameras at his house?”
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