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I
stood on the edge of a dark road, my toes pointed out toward a ravine.

Silas stood on the other side, motioning for me to come to him.

I wanted to so much, but he was so far away. Dark clouds swarmed around us, with occasional flashes of lightning. Lightning that was orange like flames.

A hulking figure rose up behind me. I didn’t have to turn to know it was dangerous and was after us. Its breath was hot and moist at the back of my neck, threatening me with a push if I didn’t jump on my own.

Silas called to me. I couldn’t understand what he said. I thought he was calling my name. His voice was deep. The rumble shook through my bones.

Panicked, I jumped, and for a moment, I flew. Silas was reaching for me.

It wasn’t enough.

I sank into the black of the ravine.

M
y eyes opened, and the darkness was still around me. I sat up sharply in my panic. I breathed in deeply, my throat scratchy with a smoky aftertaste. I inhaled the cypress and leather and a mix of other scents around me. I clasped the cotton of the maroon blanket, and rubbed the familiar material between my fingers, seeking comfort in being brought out of fantasy and back into reality. Neither the cypress nor the familiar touch of the bed eased the rapid beating of my heart upon waking up after such a frightful dream.

“Sang,” a voice called to me.

I reacted quickly, turning toward the voice. At first, in the dark, after my dream, I had a moment where I thought it was Silas. I even saw his face hovering, his dark eyes, his dark hair, his figure, his Greek features. It was flash, maybe just a strong desire to see it. I wanted to make sure he was safe.

Instead, as I focused and my eyes adjusted, I found Nathan sitting up, turned toward me and rubbing a palm across his eye. “You okay?” he asked. His voice was deep, and with an extra grumble. “What happened?”

It was on the tip of my tongue to lie and say I was fine. I knew better, though, and I swallowed the urge. I pressed my fingers across my mouth, as if that could somehow soften the truth and encourage him to go back to sleep. “Sorry,” I whispered. “It was a dream.”

“Another nightmare?” Nathan asked. His head tilted, and a bit of light from the window crossed over his face, revealing a glimpse of his serious expression. I pictured the vivid deep blue of his eyes and how they drew out my desire to make everything better when he seemed so concerned and worried.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” I said. I checked the clock on his bedside table, which glared red digits: five-thirty. The sun was rising later now that it was fall. It was Halloween. Flashes of what we were meant to do today came back to me. Homecoming. Costumes. Discovering what the other Academy members would really be like.

Silas.

“The dreams must mean something,” Nathan said. He moved to the edge of the bed, putting his feet on the floor and raking his hand through his short hair. “You keep having them. At least when you’re not so deeply asleep that you just pass out completely and wake up still tired.”

“Is Silas okay?” I asked, both out of concern for him and to avoid talking about the dream. “I fell asleep before anyone said...”

“He’s fine,” Nathan said. He lifted himself slowly off the bed to a stand and then did a flexing stretch. In the low light, I could tell he was only in boxer shorts. He wore just those often enough to bed, that on most nights, I never thought twice about it. Right now, though, I stared at him. His shoulders were wide. His build wasn’t as tall or big as some of the other boys, but every inch of him was shaped like a majestic statue. His shoulders and arms curved to show his muscle without much flexing needed on his part. His stomach revealed his defined abdomen in even the dimmest light. Nathan Griffin was every bit male muscled perfection. He reached a hand out, palm up and gestured to me in a ‘come hither’ way.

I knee-walked across the bed, crawling over the messed-up blankets. Before I got to the edge, he reached out for my arms. I had no time to react before he scooped me up draped me over his shoulder. “Oof,” I breathed out.

“No more nightmares, Sang Sorenson,” he said. “And no more worrying about Silas. He’s at home sleeping. He’ll be here later today, anyway. Right now, we’re not going to ruin today for you by worrying about what happened yesterday.”

“Nathan,” I said, squirming on my stomach as I hung over him. I reached down to pat his butt and back. The boys often did things like this, and yet I wasn’t awake enough yet to really wriggle my way out of his grip.

“Nope, Peanut,” he said. “It’s Halloween. It’s a fucking Saturday, too. Sure, we’ve got the homecoming thing tonight, which is bad timing, yeah. We’ve got sixteen years to catch you up on pumpkins and candy and costumes.”

I huffed, but relented, letting him carry me where he wanted. I got a little dizzy as he made his way through his house in the dark. He turned me over in the kitchen put me down on the cold marble counter. “Can I use your phone to text North? Mine’s still gone.”

“We should get you a new one,” he said. He flicked on a light. I covered my eyes to keep out the brightness until my eyes adjusted. I caught his broad back as he slipped back down the hallway. He came back with a pair of sweatpants and his cell phone. He passed the phone to me, and then started to put on the pants.

As he dressed, I smoothed out my own pink T-shirt and a pair of gray pajama pants. I wasn’t sure if the pajama pants were mine or maybe Kota’s old ones or someone else’s, as I’d grabbed them last night in the dark and put them on. I turned on his red iPhone and sent a quick text to North. I wasn’t sure where he was, either, and hoped he wasn’t actually asleep for once. It took several texts to describe the dream.

Nathan ducked his head into the fridge. He pulled out two Mocha Frappuccinos and then checked the freezer. He dug out two egg and sausage biscuits, which he put the biscuits in the microwave to heat. “Okay,” he said over the whirring of the microwave. He clapped his hands together like he was brushing off crumbs and then looked at me. “Coffee, breakfast first, then we’ve got a few hours to kill before anyone else is going to show up.” His eyes lit up and he started a side smirk. “Do you know what time it is?”

“Super early?” I asked. I finished the last text to North and sent it.

“It’s time for Halloween. And by that I mean the movie.”

“Oh.” I dropped down to the kitchen floor, landing on my bare feet a little hard, wobbling since I wasn’t really that awake yet. I wasn’t really sure I’d like a scary movie after the dream I had, but if I was with Nathan, I didn’t think it would bug me so much. “But Silas is fine?” I asked. “I mean he was with his dad and...”

Nathan smirked. He put the coffee down and came to me. I held his phone between my palms and against my chest as he came close. He cupped my face in his hands, and then slowly leaned in for a kiss.

At first it was the lightest of brushes of his lips against mine. Soft, slow, a whisper of a touch. My heart began pumping furiously at this, waking me up. I wanted to be aware of every touch from him, even the small ones.

He tilted his head back a little, and the roughness of his fingers and palms lightly scratched against my skin as he rubbed soothingly. “Silas,” he said in a quiet, but deep voice that still carried, “is at home with his dad. Theo even got released, but he’s with some Academy doctors at the hospital. And before you ask, North’s fine, too. He just had a small concussion and...”

Bzzt.

The phone buzzed to life in my hands, scaring me a bit because I now knew the boys’ phones could deliver shocks if they pushed the right button. When it didn’t, I turned the front to look at it. Nathan leaned over to read it upside down.

North: I want to call it karma for not listening to me earlier when I said don’t go running after Silas. But after the night you’ve had, nightmares aren’t surprising.

“Sounds like he’s fine,” Nathan said. He took the phone from my hands and typed in something quickly. After he sent the message, he slid the phone into the pocket of his pants.

“What did you say?” I asked.

“I told him I’ve got you watching a movie.” He smirked. “Didn’t tell him which one.” He paused, his blue eyes glinting with curiosity. “Unless you want something less scary than
Halloween
. Maybe
Scream
?”

I tried to smother my smile. Nathan loved scary films and I didn’t have the heart to deny him being able to watch at least one on a day like today. He was right; a couple of hours before the others got here would finally give us enough time to finish it.

Homecoming was going to happen tonight, too. I couldn’t shake off that thought in the back of my mind. It was creeping around, just out of sight, looming and promising that something horrible could happen, even with the extra precautions the boys had taken. Like spider webs whispering across my skin, my attention was gently drawn toward clocks, thinking of the time, and wondering how I could possibly wait for tonight. Maybe a movie would help to pass the time.

I joined him in the living room, and we ate our breakfast sandwiches and drank coffee while sitting close together on the leather sofa. After I ate, he sat back and slipped an arm around my shoulders. He pulled me close enough that I could cushion my head with his shoulder. With the broadness of his arm wrapped around me, he warmed me through.

While I watched the movie, I kept thinking of Silas and North. I trusted Nathan, but not seeing them for myself in person made it hard to imagine they were fine. Silas, especially, had been at risk of getting arrested or worse. All I had was to believe Nathan was right, that Silas was probably sleeping right now and I’d see him later.

And then there was the way Nathan sat so close. It might have been really early, and it might have been a scary movie, but I was still fully aware of every movement he made. Part of it was wondering what Silas would think. Maybe I should talk to Mr. Blackbourne.

Halfway through the movie, Nathan reached over, hooking his arm under my knees and pulling my legs over his.

Just before the final credits, right when the heroine had finally thought she’d gotten away and the killer seemed to be finished, Nathan turned his head, and pressed his lips to my temple. I’d sensed when scary parts of the movie were going to happen, and often gazed down at the coffee table, at his sweat pants, or glanced around the living room to avoid watching them. Now that it was over, it hadn’t been so bad and he hadn’t seemed to notice when I looked away. I was happy for the different sort of distraction as he kissed my head.

I turned, meaning to smile and make a comment, but he leaned in and before I could say anything, his lips closed in on mine. He did it quickly, as most of his kisses usually started. They always left me breathless.

I was ready for him this time.

For the first kiss, I barely moved, waiting for him to show me. After that, as he swooped in to kiss again, I parted my lips, making
ouch
movements with my mouth.

The first time I did it, Nathan slowed down. It was enough of a pause that I started to slow, too. Was I doing it wrong? I was doing what Silas told me...

Then he moved quickly, and his hands cupped my head in his palms. His lips parted and he kissed deeper, opening his mouth.

His lips massaged mine as he kissed harder. I was breathless again, but after the initial movement, I kept going.

In an instant, the movie, the house, all of it was gone. It was simply Nathan and I on the couch, our lips, his scent, the touch of his palms on my face, holding me to him as if afraid that if he didn’t, I’d stop.
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