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Nightmares and Horror Movies
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.
My 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. 
My heart raced. My mouth moved with his. My stomach twirled lightly. I felt this way often when the boys touched me, but the feelings intensified when they kissed or got so close like this. 
His tongue touched lightly at my lower lip. I almost stopped, about to pull back in surprise. His tongue retreated and he kissed me deeper again, sucking at my lower lip. 
I knew tongue was involved somehow, but Silas didn’t mention that part. Was I supposed to do kiss it or make ouch movements around it or... 
Thromp.
A bang and footsteps followed. 
I jumped, as did Nathan, pulling away. His hands moved to my shoulders and he pulled me into him, facing off whatever was making the noise. It was clearly human, and heading this way. I twisted to see, not wanting to get stabbed in the back by monsters, my mind filled with Nathan’s zombies and other horrors.
Kota emerged from around the corner. At first he was strolling and then spotted us, stopping short so his shoes skidded with a squeak on the hardwood floor. His eyes were wide. His black rimmed glasses dropped a little on his nose. He reached up to adjust them. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Shit,” Nathan said, releasing his tight hold on me, allowing me to sit back. “Bad timing,” he said. “We just finished watching a movie.”
“Maybe you should take it easy on the horror films,” Kota said. He scooted around the side table and plopped down next to me on the couch. He wore jeans, a green T-shirt with a gray zip up hoodie. He had his hands in his pockets and his cheeks were flushed red. “Getting chilly out there.”
“Halloween is always pretty cold around here,” Nathan said, moving to cross an ankle over his knee.
I had to smile a little at the thought of it being cold. Did it even get to freezing here in South Carolina? Being from Illinois, it seemed to me that summer lasted an eon in the south, and I was still waiting for an actual fall day this far into October. 
Kota nodded and then rolled his head back to rest on the couch and closed his eyes. “I’ve had three hours of sleep,” he said. “I may need a nap later.”
“You should do it now,” Nathan said. He pulled out his phone and checked the screen. “We’ve still got a few hours, don’t we?”
“Gabriel’s on his way with Victor,” Kota said. “And we should grab the pumpkins and start on those.”
“The pumpkins?” I asked.
Kota’s eyes opened and he smiled. He sucked in a breath and then stood. He pulled a hand out of his pocket and held it toward me to help me up. “We’ve got two homes to deck out. Well, mine’s already partially done. We still need to decorate Nathan’s. Hopefully we get it done in time.”
I took his hand, and stood. I turned toward them. “In time for what?” I asked.
Nathan laughed, a deep, “Ha!” and then shook his head, grinning. “Like Gabriel would ever let a holiday pass without being able to decorate. I’m surprised he waited so long.” He jumped up, and then pushed at my back to nudge me around the couch and toward the kitchen. “Let’s set up.”
At that, Kota seemed to find a bit of extra energy, and started toward the front door. “I’ll grab the pumpkins. In the garage, right?” He asked as he was still walking, his voice raising the further away he got.
“Right-o,” Nathan called back to him. 
A smile lit up inside me. All I could think was: Academy boys.
It made me wonder what Christmas might be like.
Soon, Nathan’s table was covered in old newspapers, and I wondered where he’d gotten them because I’d never seen the newspaper delivered to his house. 
Kota brought out ten pumpkins. He placed most of them on the kitchen counter, but put three on the table.
“Ten?” I asked. I counted in my head. “Are Dr. Green and Mr. Blackbourne going to carve?”
“Everyone has to do their own,” Nathan said. “Part of the rules.”
“There’s rules?” I asked, still trying to picture an image of Mr. Blackbourne and Dr. Green actually carving. Dr. Green maybe, but Mr. Blackbourne?
“We’re a family, aren’t we?” Kota asked. He passed off a package to me, a template book with designs for carving pumpkins. “When we do holidays, we do them together. Let’s get started.”



Tricks and Pumpkins
I stared at the boys, watching as they found knives and started cutting the tops out of the pumpkins. The room was suddenly overwhelmed with the smell of fresh pumpkin. Kota found gloves and a spoon to start scooping out seeds; Nathan used his bare hands.
I was caught up in how last night, we were chasing Theo and helping Silas and then there was the football game disaster, and they were here now, carving pumpkins. It was almost absurd. My nerves were alive, fully aware that in a few hours, we’d be at homecoming in full costume and on the hunt. How could they so easily forget about that and simply dive into making Jack-o-lanterns?
“Sang,” Kota said, pulling me out of my dazed state. 
Before I fully focused, a wet dollop of pumpkin touched my nose.
The coolness shocked me, and I stared, wide eyed, mouth open, at Kota, who held his slimy, pumpkin-gut covered finger at my face. He grinned, his green eyes lighting up. 
Nathan laughed deeply, jolting me and I started giggling and ducked my head out of Kota’s reach, patting his hand away. “Why?” I asked in a playful whine. 
“Wake up, goofy,” Kota said, smiling. “You haven’t touched your pumpkin yet. Don’t you want to carve it?”
I wiped at my nose. “I don’t think I’ve done this before. Maybe in second grade...well, no. It really was the teacher doing it and a few volunteers from class, but the rest of us watched.”
“God, Peanut,” Nathan said. He reached for a roll of paper towels nearby and started wiping his hands. “If I hear any more sad stories like that, we’re going to have to go to Disney World or something to make up for it all.”
I was about to say we didn’t have to when Kota talked over me. “Maybe in the summer,” he said. 
Were they serious? I didn’t say anything, and neither seemed like they were joking.
Nathan dried his hands and then picked up a knife, passing it to me. “Cut the top,” he said.
I took the knife, and Nathan and Kota took turns showing me how to cut open the pumpkin. I used the gloves at Kota’s request, especially after he mentioned Gabriel would kill us all if I ended up with orange under my fingernails. 
With the pumpkins scooped out, Kota held out patterns for us to get started on the carving part. Seeds and guts were all over the table. The tangy smell was overwhelming. 
“Okay,” Nathan said, going through the guide book on how to draw various shapes like witches and spiders. “Peanut, you want a ghost or a graveyard?” 
I was just about to point one out when there was a rapid knock, rattling and shaking at the windows.
Both of them.
I jumped, rocking back into Nathan, the book falling out of my hands and crashing to the floor. Nathan grabbed my waist, moving me behind him. Kota turned fully toward the windows, spreading out his arms, protecting us both.
Thunk, thunk, thunk!
Giggling sounded, male.
“Shh,” came a whisper from beyond the windows.
More knocking, intense and quick.
Kota groaned, and dropped his arms, stepping back. “I know that’s you, Luke!”
“Nuh uh,” said a voice, clearly Luke. The knocking stopped and there were more giggles and laughter on the outside.
“Nathan,” Kota said, looking at Nathan with a fixed stare. He gave a short nod and the slightest lift of his lip in silent communication. I caught the signals from his face, but not the meaning.
“On it,” Nathan said. He nearly skipped as he rushed toward the front door. 
The door opened and Luke shouted in the distance, “Wasn’t me! He did it!” There was a thud and a groan and then laughter. “No, seriously!”
I stood, staring at the wall as if I could see through it. From the thumping, I wondered if there was punching or tackling.
Kota quietly stepped up behind me. He had the gloves off now and his hand went around my waist, his palm resting above my belly button. He held firm there, his mouth at the back of my head, his lips and cheek pressing against my hair. “Watch Luke,” Kota said, his moving lips making my hair slide against my head. “He’ll have more tricks planted in places. He does it every year.”
“He just got here,” I said. “And we’ve got a lot to do. Wouldn’t that slow him down?”
“He’ll have planned this out for weeks,” Kota said. He drew me in closer, until my butt was up against his hip, and squeezed gently in a backward hug. “Stay near me. Trust me. He’ll be targeting you a lot. The rest of us are used to it and don’t fall for the old tricks anymore.”
I sucked in a breath, almost leaning into him at the thought. I turned my head slightly, intending to ask something else.
His lips met with my temple, close to my eyebrow. He kissed me quickly, the move making my brain malfunction and I forgot my question. 
Thudding footsteps echoed in the hallway. Kota started to release me, but a second later, something crashed into me and I tripped forward.
Kota fell backward. His leg moved out, and I twisted to avoid him and got tangled.
I landed on top of him, half on the floor and the rest on his stomach.
Another body crashed on top of me. I caught a waft of ginger and citrus. It surprised me, because it wasn’t a scent I often caught, and in the scrambling confusion, I turned, trying to look behind me to identify the source.
Squeezed between him and Kota, I cried out in a squeal and choked when my voice box couldn’t handle the higher, louder notes. 
Laughter filled my ear. “Pookie,” Dr. Green held me at the waist and tried to pull me off of Kota. “Sorry. I was being chased.”
“You’re fucking fast,” Nathan said somewhere behind him. “I got Luke, though.”
“I was trying to run around you and use you both as a shield,” Dr. Green said. He positioned himself on his knees, drawing me into him. He wore jeans, and from what I could feel, a track jacket. He squeezed his arms around me. I was dizzy, blinking, letting the wash of colors in front of my eyes fade and pressed a hand to my temple to stop the spinning. “You move too fast, Kota.”
“Never was a problem before,” Kota groaned, but he hadn’t moved yet. He remained on his back on the floor, his knees up and looking at the ceiling. He coughed and covered his face with a palm. “It is way too early for tackling.”
“You started it,” cried out Luke as he came around the corner. His jeans were splotched with grass and mud stains, his hair disheveled. A hair clip hung from his head, barely gripping at a few locks. The moment he was in the kitchen, he stripped off the T-shirt that was also stained and draped it over his shoulder. He was breathing heavily, and there were red marks across his stomach and chest. He bent over, grabbing at his knees and then placed a palm over one of the splotches on his chest. “Nathan pinches hard, dude.”
“Don’t try to scare us next time,” Kota said. He rose, adjusting the glasses on his face. He turned toward me. “You okay?”
“She’s fine,” Dr. Green said. He pulled away from me so he could stand and then reached down for my elbow to help me up. Once I was standing, he brushed at my back and hip. “You’re good, right?”
I smiled, choking on a giggle. I was hanging onto Dr. Green just to feel stable. Too many scares in the morning. Dr. Green’s touch chilled me through the material of the pajama pants and my shirt. They must have been outside for a while. A tremble started inside of me at the pit of my stomach, both from his cold hands and the excitement. 
He reached up and clasped his hand around my mouth, the chill seeping into my cheeks. “Hold on there,” he said. “No giggling.”
I tapped at his cold hand over my mouth, mumbling that it was Halloween and he couldn’t possibly have a reason not to laugh today.
“We’re about to cut up our pumpkins,” Nathan said, smiling. His chest was still heaving a bit as he breathed heavily. He pointed to his pumpkin. “I think I want the zombie, but this alien guy looks really sick.”
Dr. Green released my mouth but hung his arm around my neck and drew me back to the table. “What’s Sang’s going to be?” he asked. He tilted his head, looking at my pumpkin between Nathan’s and Kota’s. 
“She has to pick one,” Nathan said.
Dr. Green reached up, touching his cold fingers to my neck, enough to make me squirm and pull away. He grinned, his light green eyes lighting up and a wave of his sandy hair falling across his forehead. “I was trying to warm my hands. I can’t have them this cold if I’m doing pumpkin surgery.”
“You’ve got to gut yours first,” Nathan said. He pointed to the row of other pumpkins. 
“I have to change my clothes,” Luke said. “And maybe take a shower now.”
“Do your pumpkin now while you’re dirty,” Kota said. “Then you can shower.”
“Good idea,” he said. He snagged one of the pumpkins and then a second one. “I’ve got Gabriel’s. He’ll want this one.”
My mouth fell open, and I looked at Kota for confirmation if that was okay. I wasn’t sure if it was one of Luke’s tricks.
Kota didn’t miss a beat. “Luke,” he said, the command in his voice rising. “If you mess up his pumpkin...”
“No way,” Luke said with a grin. He took the shirt off his shoulder and dropped it onto a chair, scooting the chair away from the table to make room. “He’ll just kill me if he gets one of the smaller pumpkins. You know him, he’ll want a big surface to work on.” He placed his and Gabriel’s pumpkins on the table, reaching for one of the knives and starting on carving open the top. “Sang, want to gut Gabriel’s pumpkin for him? He’ll want to help you with your carving, anyway. Might want to wait until he gets here.”
It sounded like a good idea, since I still hadn’t chosen one of the stencils from the book. I got to work next to Luke, using Kota’s scoop this time and pulling guts from Gabriel’s pumpkin. 
While Kota and Nathan were setting up their stencils, and Dr. Green went back outside to the car to grab some more supplies, Luke leaned in and whispered to me, “Okay, Sang, you ready?”
I got the hint I was supposed to whisper, too. “Ready for what?”
He leaned in closer, enough that I felt his lips brushing against the edge of my ear. “Initiation time,” he said. “We’ve got to make you part of the team.”
Uh oh. That sounded like trouble. “How?”
“You’ve got to help me scare each one of the guys this Halloween, before midnight. We’ve already gotten Nathan and Kota. I got Dr. Green this morning when he picked me up. I kept one of the Volto masks and met him at the door with it.”
I backed my head up, my eyes wide and my mouth open. Scare the others? As in people like Silas and Mr. Blackbourne? How in the world did he expect me to do that?
He laughed and winked. “Don’t worry,” he said a little louder as he stabbed at the inside of his pumpkin, pulling out a handful of seeds and tossing it onto the growing pile on the newspapers. “I’ll help you with your...pumpkin.” 
Initiation was really the word I was wanting him to explain. Initiation into what?
And secretly, I wanted to be included. After the stressful last few weeks, a little fun by a few scares, with Luke’s help, seemed a great way to pass the day.
Besides, if I was helping Luke with his pranks, he couldn’t get me again, could he?



Gabriel’s Scare
Dr. Green came back in, loaded with bags from the grocery store. Nathan and Kota went to peek at what he was carrying in. I was about to join them when Luke nudged my arm, whispering to me. 
“Hurry up with Gabriel’s pumpkin,” he said. “He’ll be here soon, and I’ve got the perfect plan. We need to start with him, because we’ll need his help for the other ones.”
I pressed my lips together, hopping back to the pumpkin and trying to hurry. Luke’s enthusiastic smile, and his brown eyes lighting up with amusement, were enough to get me moving. 
It warmed me, because it helped me to shake off the thought of homecoming. It helped me to forget yesterday. I wasn’t sure Luke was aware, but he was helping me by putting me to work and giving me a new focus. Initiation. 
The sun was up by now. Kota put on coffee and the others took turns with pumpkins and with eating some breakfast sandwiches. I was just finishing up scraping inside the pumpkin when the sound of a car rolling up caused me to turn toward the window.
Luke nudged me and then checked around him at the others who seemed to be busy. “You ready?”
“For what?” I whispered.
He reached into his pocket and then under the table passed me what felt like a furry toy.
When I opened my palm to check, there was a spider in my hand. Gnarled legs, fuzzy and with beady black eyes.
I dropped it, wiping my hand on my clothes as if that could remove the feel of it. I choked on a squeal. I knew we were scaring Gabriel and that it wasn’t real, but it wasn’t what I expected. It was so lifelike.
Luke laughed and then knelt to pick it up. He nudged my elbow, checked to make sure the others were busy and then whispered, “Hurry. Open the top.”
I did, and he dropped the spider inside the pumpkin. I closed it back up and then stared at him. Would it work? 
The front door opened with a bang. Heads turned.
“Oy!” cried Gabriel. Shortly after, he appeared in the entryway of the kitchen, bags in hand. He wore dark blue jeans and a black V-neck shirt that formed to his body. His hair was still wet from a shower, and the blond locks in the front were combed back on his head, mixed among the russet. His angled jawline, high cheekbones and piercing crystal blue eyes were more prominent now. Handsome didn’t even begin to describe it. There were orange crystals in his lobes today, and the usual three black earrings going up the side of one ear.
“Hi,” Dr. Green said, waving from the other side of the kitchen counter. He had his collection of decorations spread out. “Didn’t I get enough? I got what you wanted me to.”
“I had some more stored away,” Gabriel said. “And Victor had some from his house that we...borrowed.”
“Stole!” Victor’s voice rang out. He nudged Gabriel out of the middle of the space and continued forward, dropping a large paper witch onto the counter. His fire eyes were roaring and his wavy hair was tousled. He wore the usual black pants but now he just had on a white T-shirt. His cheeks were pink as he turned immediately to Kota. “I’m pretty sure this witch belongs to a neighbor on my block.”
“Naw,” Gabriel said. “That’s one you had in the kitchen. Your mom said I could have it. Sort of. She implied it.”
“I think we’ve got enough decorations that we don’t need to steal other people’s,” Kota said. He picked up his pumpkin, which had a spider hanging on a web. Clean lines, simple. He addressed Gabriel. “This works?”
“You did that last year,” Gabriel said. He pointed to the side of Kota’s pumpkin. “At least do a zombie on the side.”
“I can’t do a zombie,” Kota said. He turned his pumpkin toward Luke and I. “Looks okay?”
I nodded, smiling. Looked good to me. “I like it,” I said.
Kota beamed. 
“Yeah,” Luke said. “I like the spiders.”
Gabriel made a noise that sounded like a snort and a grunt at the same time. “Where’s my pumpkin, anyway?”
“Sang’s gutted it for you,” Luke said. He turned the pumpkin.
“Did she do one yet?” Gabriel asked.
“Waiting for you,” Luke said.
“Can I just do a regular pumpkin face on mine?” Victor asked. He selected one and brought it to the table. “Or something a little more traditional?”
“That’s what Mr. Blackbourne does every year,” Gabriel said, stepping up to his pumpkin and then looking at the one left for me to do. He drew it close so it was next to his and looked at them both, studying. “Hmm...What do you say, Trouble? Double team our pumpkins? I’m thinking either Cthulhu fighting a T-Rex or Harry Potter in a wand battle with Voldemort.”
My eyes widened. That sounded good to me, but I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to carve a dinosaur or Harry Potter.
“We don’t have too much time,” Kota said. “We’ve got other things to set up.”
“Hmm,” Gabriel said. He pressed his fingers to his mouth, looking thoughtful as he gazed at the pumpkins. “And I want to get the gravestones set up in the yard. Hang on, what’s that fairytale story you said Sang liked?”
I wasn’t sure who he was talking to, but I looked at Victor with my eyebrows up, more surprised by the question. Victor’s fire eyes sparked with curiosity. “You like fairytales?” he asked.
“She likes the Princess in Disguise one,” Luke said. “The one about the princess that dresses up in a star, moon and then a sun dress.”
“Let’s do pretty this year,” Gabriel said. “It’ll gross out Micah and Tom. Plus, Jessica and her little friends will get a kick out of it.” He pointed to Luke’s. “Want me to poke the holes as a guideline?”
“Figured you’d want to,” Luke said. “We’re doing all three?”
Gabriel nodded, backing up and grinning big. “We’ve got this shit.”
“You’ll have to gut the rest of your pumpkin,” Luke said. He nodded to it. “Sang started but I don’t know if she finished.”
I got a nudge in the elbow from Luke. “Uh,” I said, trying to blank my face and not appear to be lying. “Yes.”
Gabriel’s crystal eyes barreled in on my face like a gunshot. “You’re the prettiest little liar, Trouble. What’s he got in there? An eyeball? A gnarled zombie mask?” He reached out to the top of the pumpkin to pull it off.
Oh no, it won’t work! I glanced at Luke, who was grinning, and looking at me directly. He made a motion with his hand quickly, a scurrying motion like a spider with his hand and then pointed to Gabriel’s back and winked.
I thought I got the picture. 
I waited until Gabriel was looking over the pumpkin. He smirked at it, looking inside. “Now, is that a real spider he brought in or is it a toy?”
His head was bent over. I wasn’t sure he would feel it if I did it through his shirt, so I aimed for the back of his neck and lightly traced my fingertips there, trying to mimic a spider crawling up.
He let out the strangest squeal, hunched his shoulders and pulled back. He slapped at his neck and then cried out, “Fucking Jesus Christ! Don’t do that shit.”
Luke busted out laughing. I started to giggle. Kota shook his head but smiled. Victor rolled his eyes. 
Dr. Green slapped a palm against the kitchen counter and then pointed right at me. “Look, guys, there’s Luke number two, right there. Watch out for that one.”
“She’s a great pupil,” Luke said, dropping a palm on top of my head and rubbing my hair. 
“Felt like a real fucking spider,” Gabriel said. He grunted loudly and then popped the top of his pumpkin back into place. “But Sang, if you trust me with your pumpkin, you should head outside and start on the yard with someone. Give me room to work. You can come back in and help me carve once I do the outlines.”
“I need a shower now,” Luke said. He skipped around me, poking Gabriel in the side as he went by. Gabriel tried to slap him back, but Luke dodged and then raced to Mr. Griffin’s bedroom and shut the door behind himself.
“Sang,” Victor said. “Want help with the outside decorations?” 
“Yes,” I said, “I don’t know what to do.”
“I left the outside decorations in the garage,” Dr. Green said. 
“And there’s more in Victor’s trunk,” Gabriel said. He pulled a chair up and stared at the pumpkins, smoothing his hands over the surface. “Princesses are fucking difficult.”
“Not really,” Victor said quietly, and then winked at me. “You just need to know how to talk to them.”
My cheeks heated. 
Yet amid all the Halloween chaos, I was already feeling amazing. Before I went outside with Victor, Nathan was already working on a zombie on his pumpkin, and Dr. Green was gutting two more. I suspected the others would be here soon.
Halloween together. 



Tombstones
Nathan’s front yard was barren of Halloween decorations, unlike our neighbors, who had pumpkins, skeleton figures on the sidewalk and witches hanging from doors. Kota’s house even had spider webs amid the bushes and hanging from the porch. 
Victor stood with me, looking at the flat expanse of yard we had to work with. 
“Okay, Princess,” he said. He had his hands on his hips at first, but slowly he worked his hand toward my back, holding onto me warmly. He pointed with his other hand toward the yard. “We’ve got to set up a zombie graveyard, apparently. Gabriel’s orders. I’ve got the tombstones. Dr. Green has the zombies. I think the point is to scare the kids. They’ll have to be brave to get to the front door and get their candy reward.”
“Who is going to be here to pass out candy?” I asked. “We’ve got to go to the homecoming dance.”
“We’ll just leave a bowl by the front door this time,” Victor said. “That might be a good idea. Usually Dr. Green and Mr. Blackbourne will do it.”
“What do you guys do?” I asked.
“Go trick-or-treating, of course,” he said. “Have to keep that up while you can. Let’s get started.”
It took us a good deal of time to decorate the yard. The sun started to warm things up a bit. I was doing stuff barefoot and kneeling in the grass, getting the pajama bottoms and the T-shirt all dirty. Probably a good thing I hadn’t bothered with a bath yet. There really was a lot to do for Halloween. I hadn’t realized how much I had missed.
By the end, Victor and I had a couple of rows of tombstones, each with a funny phrase like, “Joke’s over, now let me out.” and “R. U. Next.” and “Openings Available, Apply Inside”. The front of the tombstones were littered with plastic skulls and zombies trying to crawl out of the ground. I did the tombstones and the skulls, because the zombie parts were very gross-looking. 
“Who made the tombstones?” I asked.
“North built them,” Victor said, readjusting a zombie arm poking out of the ground in front of a tomb. “And Silas painted the phrases.”
I smiled big, reading the tombstones again, trying to picture saying them in his voice. It made me giggle.
Victor wiped at his brow with the back of his arm and gazed at me, the fire in his brown eyes flickering. “Going to be ready for tonight?” he asked. 
I smiled and nodded. “I’m nervous, though,” I said. “I mean, with what we’re supposed to do.”
“I think we’re all nervous,” he said. “Probably why Kota and Mr. Blackbourne were insistent we spend time together today.”
“They said so?” I asked.
He stood fully, dusting off his hands on his pants before he strolled toward me. He reached out for my hand. His longer fingers threaded between mine and he tugged, guiding me toward the road. “Let’s check out our handiwork.”
He continued to hold onto my hand as we stood on the road, checking the results. His thumb traced the back of my palm, starting in small circles, and then following the bones in my hand, as if tracing each one that he could reach. Each movement of his thumb tugged my heart with it. I was excited being with him, doing this together.
We looked out toward the graveyard, standing close together. Since the sun was out, it didn’t look so scary, but I imagined at night, it would look really spooky.
Victor started to move his arm, and released my hand to put his arm around my shoulders. “Not a bad job,” he said. “We make awesome graveyard builders.”
I started to pull away from him, smiling. “I’m all sweaty,” I said.
“So am I,” he said, and he tugged me in closer, pressing his side into mine. “Sweaty together.”
I giggled. Victor could be funny, once you got him away from the others. Despite being the well-bred, rich kid among the rest of them, he never seemed to mind working hard. Maybe it was that Academy influence. Whatever it was, I liked it.
Kota and Nathan emerged from the house, followed by Dr. Green, carrying pumpkins. Kota’s spider was joined by Nathan’s zombie, and Dr. Green’s had a Japanese mask, with horns and a tongue out. 
“Hey!” Nathan called after he put his pumpkin down. He waved. “Get your pumpkin finished! The others will be here soon and we’ll have to get dressed.”
Victor sighed. “One day, Princess,” he said in a low voice. “Maybe next year, we’ll go somewhere else for Halloween. We’ll let other people decorate, and we will relax and have fun instead of all this work.”
“I like it,” I said quietly.
“If you like this, just wait until Christmas,” he said, turning to me, his fire eyes lit up to a blaze. “Or Thanksgiving. I hope you like football. We play football at Thanksgiving.”
My mouth popped open. “Really?”
“Right here in the yard,” he said. He tugged me around the neck toward the house. “Let’s go, Princess. More to do...”



Preparation
Hours flew by in the early afternoon. Gabriel blasted Halloween music. I followed his instruction on my pumpkin, carving out a dress with different types of moons. I couldn’t tell how it would look in the end, and he said I wouldn’t get to see it in action until tonight in the dark with a candle inside. He and Luke carved out the other princess dresses, littered with stars and suns.
After we were done with the pumpkins, North arrived with Silas. North wore the usual black T-shirt and jeans. His eyes had circles underneath like he’d been up all night, but he otherwise seemed fine.
Silas, however, had deeper black circles. His blue T-shirt and jeans were wrinkled. The usual slight smile on his face wasn’t there as he walked in. He was expressionless.
I hovered behind Kota as North dropped a box of sandwiches and packages of potato chips on the counter. “Eat when you can,” North said. “We’re not getting much else until the dance tonight.”
“How are you, Silas?” Kota asked. The room stilled. Everyone turned toward North and Silas.
Silas hunched his shoulders at his name. His head lifted, and he caught me behind Kota’s shoulder. 
I stared at him, his big brown eyes, black hair hanging across his forehead. It was such a long, shared moment, with me afraid he’d say he was horrible or had some bad news. 
In a flash, I tried to smile in a sympathetic way. I wasn’t sure if it came across more of a grimace, but I was trying to be encouraging. Quietly, I was asking him things the others were probably wanting to know. Will everything be okay?
Silas’s eyebrows scrunched together at first, looking puzzled, but then the corner of his mouth lifted, revealing white teeth that stood out from his olive complexion. “I’ll live. I’m good, I think. Just tired.”
“No time to nap,” Kota said. “Will you make it tonight?”
Silas nodded. “I’ll drink some coffee.”
“And carve your fucking pumpkin,” Gabriel said, pointing to the few that were left. “Hurry.”
North groaned and placed his palm against his eye. “We don’t have time for this shit.”
“We’ve got time,” Gabriel said. He grabbed two of the sandwiches and then snapped his fingers at me. “But we’ve got to get started. Kota, we’re going to borrow your bedroom.”
Kota perked up and started jogging after us. “Hang on, I’ve got to walk in with you. I’ll have to explain...”
“Well hurry up,” Gabriel said, not stopping. “She’s still got to take a bath and the others have to start getting ready, too.” He looked at Victor. “Starting with you. Shower. Now.”
“Sure thing, boss,” Victor said, smirking. He winked at me and went to the food to fish out a package of potato chips before he went for the bathroom.
Gabriel passed one of the sandwiches to me, encouraging me to eat while we raced over to Kota’s house. I was swallowing down the last bit as we took the door inside the garage, following Kota in. Kota motioned for us to hurry along upstairs. “I’ll tell her what you’re doing,” he said. “Otherwise we’ll be stuck downstairs a while because she’ll want to ask questions.”
We nodded and I followed Gabriel up to Kota’s bedroom.
The moment we were upstairs, Gabriel patted me on the butt and shooed me into the bathroom. “No funny stuff,” he said. “Clean up in there. Don’t wash your hair. I’ll do it.”
I was familiar with this routine. “I can wash my hair,” I said. “It might be faster.”
“I’ll do it,” he said. “I don’t get enough time with you as it is. I can at least do that.”
Was that the reason?
I hurried with a bath as fast as possible, basically scooping up water as it flowed from the faucet and washing up before it had time to fill. I did a quick shave, washed my face and body, and was out in a few minutes. I might have missed a few spots, but I was trying to hurry.
I got the big towel wrapped around me and just as I was hitting the drain to let the water out, there was a knock at the door.
“Ready?” Gabriel called.
“Yeah,” I said.
Gabriel opened the door. I was sure I’d locked it but that didn’t seem to matter. Gabriel had shed the shirt, wearing just a black tank top now. One of the blond locks fell across his face. He took one look at me at the towel and then snapped his fingers and pointed to the sink. “Go.”
He started the water, and when it was warm, I bent over. 
While he was washing my hair, there were footsteps in the bedroom. I glanced over just in time to spot Kota.
He paused in the doorway, looking at Gabriel and then at me. His green eyes were wide. He touched the corner of his glasses, as if to adjust them, but then he paused in that motion, too. “Uh...”
“Don’t just stand there,” Gabriel said. “Are you clean? Hop in the shower if you need to.”
Kota’s face tinted red. “I can go downstairs.”
“Do it up here. Jeeze. It’s not like she’s not seen one before.”
“Uh...” I said, turning my head slightly again to stare at the basin.
“A little too far, Gabriel,” Kota said. “Boundaries.”
“We don’t have time for fucking boundaries. If she’s around long enough, she’s going to end up seeing all of us naked.” 
Kota chuckled. “I’ll go downstairs. That one’s open.”
As Kota left, I blew out a relieved breath toward the sink. Gabriel was getting edgy. Probably because we were getting close to show time.
Gabriel still took his time washing my hair. After, he combed it out, dried it, and then did some curls. After, he threw underwear and a strapless bra at me and told me to put them on and left me alone in the bathroom.
When I’d finished, and had wrapped another towel around my body, I opened the door, peeking out.
Gabriel was gone, but the black dress was on the bed, sprawled out. I stepped out, checking out the finished work.
The corset was smooth like satin. Around the chest, the fabric was ruffled. The skirt was shorter, with a longer part in the back. 
I smoothed my hand over the material, feeling the glossy smoothness. Custom made. My heart fluttered at the thought of how expensive the dress must have been. 
In an effort to be helpful, I threw off the towel and attempted to start putting the dress on.
Just as I was slipping it up over my stomach, footsteps thundered on the stairs. I turned partially, not too in a hurry because I thought it was Gabriel.
North stopped short at the top of the stairs. His intense eyes focused on my face. His lips parted and those eyes drifted down, following my body, the exposed bra and the dress I was pulling up.
I’d frozen in shock at seeing him, and heat trailed through my body. We’d been in our underwear together before. Was this different?
“Sorry,” he said, turning his head away. It looked like he was going to turn around and head back downstairs.
“Don’t be,” I said quietly. I started tugging the dress up further, finding it a bit difficult to get the narrow part up over my hips. “Did you need something? Did Gabriel send you up here to shower?”
He stood quietly by the stairs for a minute, watching me struggle with the dress.
Slowly, he moved forward. I paused in my movements, looking up at him, curious as to what he wanted.
North slowly reached out, taking hold of the ties to the dress and hooking his finger into them. He loosened the corset part, and with his other hand, took hold of the dress to help me lift it up. 
He did it without talking, but his eyes intensified. 
His knuckles traced my skin along my sides as he lifted the dress.
I started to say thank you, but his touch tickled and by the end, I was giggling.
North smirked and then chuckled. He reached for my chin, clutching it between his fingers and lifted my head. He stared at me a long moment, and then dropped a firm kiss on my lips quickly before pulling back. “Sang Baby,” he said. “I should ground you for last night. And probably for a lot of other things.”
“But...” I said, ready to defend myself, worried at what another grounding would mean.
His thumb slipped over, until he was clamping my lips shut. “Just this once,” he said quietly, “I’m going to let it go. Silas is still here with us. I’ve got you to thank for that.”
I nodded slowly against his touch. “We both did it,” I mumbled against his thumb.
The corner of his mouth lifted, and he smiled enough to reveal some teeth. “Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it. We’re going to need it.”
“You mean with Silas?”
“Not just with Silas,” he said quietly. He released me and then turned toward the bathroom. “If Gabriel comes up here, tell him I’m in the shower,” he said.
I nodded, staring after him even after the door closed. My heart thundered, and my lips still felt warm with his touch. 



Dressed to Perfection
It was Luke who came up with the idea of how to scare the others tonight without too much effort and differently than he’d done in prior years. It turned out we did need Gabriel for it.
After I had the dress on, Gabriel brought out stockings and a pair of black heels for me to wear. Luke brought up a stool, and I sat on it for a while as Gabriel applied layers of makeup.
“I wouldn’t normally do this,” Gabriel said. “But given it’s Halloween...”
“It’s for a good cause,” Luke said. He pointed to my chin. “More blood there.”
Gabriel was just finishing up when there were footsteps on the staircase again. They both jumped in the way of me, preventing the view.
It was Dr. Green with Victor. They were both in their suits, Dr. Green with a purple tie and Victor with his white one. 
I peeked through a small bit of space between Gabriel and Luke. Dr. Green stopped at the top, looking around. Victor almost bumped into him.
“Where’s Sang?” Dr. Green asked. “We brought her choker necklace thingie.”
Gabriel chuckled. “We were just doing her makeup. Want to see?”
“You put makeup on her?” Victor asked. “I thought you said you didn’t like it.”
“Just for tonight,” Gabriel said. He shifted lightly on his feet. “Ready?”
They both nodded, curious.
Luke and Gabriel both side-stepped in opposite directions. I winked, revealing the full scene on my eyelid to give the full effect like they told me.
Dr. Green and Victor both reacted instantly, recoiling their heads and taking a step back, knocking into each other. 
“Ugh,” Victor said. He made a face, shaking his head.
Dr. Green burst out laughing, putting his palm on his forehead. “Oh god, I thought that was real. I thought you killed her. I was about to...” He blew out a breath and then stepped forward until he was right in front of me. He bent at the waist to examine my face. “Up close you can tell, but that distance away, it looked like her eyeball really was hanging out.
I was giggling, nearly rocking on the stool. Luke was laughing, as was Gabriel. 
“Good,” Luke said. “Worked great. Now for the others.”
Dr. Green pointed at my face. “You know, if you put some yellow here,” he said, pointing to about where the eyeball was. “It’ll look grosser.”
“Where?” Gabriel asked.
I giggled while Dr. Green continued to educate Gabriel on what a real rotten face looked like and Gabriel touched it up.
“You’re all insane,” Victor said. He sat down on the bed. “Are we almost done?”
“Put the choker on her,” Dr. Green said.
Victor popped back up again, bringing out a black box.
He moved around, looking at my face, but then looking at the dress more. I guessed the makeup was really grossing him out. Good thing I’d be wearing a mask most of the night. Still, the looks he made told me scaring the others would be pretty easy.
Victor opened the box to reveal a lace and ribbon choker. The center was a large, hot pink stone.
My mouth opened. The stone was striking against the black. I thought it resembled a heart.
“Like it?” Victor asked.
“Look at that face,” Dr. Green said. “Of course she likes it. I mean if you look past the dripping blood and torn flesh and gross stuff, she clearly likes it.”
I started to giggle again. Dr. Green beamed. 
“Yeah, yeah,” Victor said, waving his hand and looking away. “You made her gross.” He put the choker on me and then stepped away. “Are we almost done? We need to get going.”
“Let’s go, Trouble!” Gabriel called. “Go down. I’ve still got to get dressed.”
“Hurry up,” Dr. Green said. He took my hand, helping me off the stool until I was standing and stable in the heels. He grinned at me. “Well if Victor doesn’t want to be your escort at the moment, I’m happy to do so. Let’s go scare Erica and Jessica.”
I’d forgotten about them. Were they still downstairs? I hoped the makeup wouldn’t be too much for either of them.
Downstairs, Kota was talking to Erica in the kitchen. Erica had a witch costume on, complete with hat and a fake mole on her nose. Kota was in his black suit and green tie already. 
Dr. Green nudged me to stand in the doorway to the kitchen, and Luke nudged me on the other side, encouraging.
I wasn’t sure what to do, so just to draw their attention, I said quietly, “Kota? Are you ready?”
They both turned to me, and their mouths dropped. There were different reactions going on at the same time, the dress and the makeup. The dress was pretty, but the makeup was spooky.
Erica burst out laughing. She reached for her phone and then snapped a picture of me. “Oh, Kota. That’s amazing. How come you didn’t do a zombie like her?”
“Must have been a last-minute decision...Gabriel,” he said.
“Luke!” I said, giggling. “And Gabriel.”
“Oh is that how it’ll be now?” Kota asked, but he was grinning. “You three are going to be the pranksters now.”
“She’s getting pretty good,” Luke said, and then patted my head gently.
“Hang on,” Erica said. “Jessica!” she cried out. “Come see!”
A moment later, Jessica came scurrying out from the living room. She wore a Katniss outfit, complete with a Mockingjay pin and a bow strapped to her back. She still wore her pink glasses, but it really was cute. 
She turned the corner, first looking at Kota and her mother, and then when Erica pointed at me, her jaw dropped and she took a full step back, making a face. “Ew. Gross. Why?” she whined.
The others started laughing. “Sorry!” Erica said. “Sorry sweetie. I just had to. I couldn’t help it.”
There was a loud knocking and then a shout, sounding like Silas. “Are we ready? The cars are here. We’re about to leave.”
“Already?” Erica asked. She turned to us. “Not even a trick-or-treat?” she asked.
“Seems like we got the trick already,” Kota said.
Erica turned, and then fished out a couple of small candy bars from a bowl. She passed one to each of us. “Well, Jessica’s going to have to work extra hard to collect some for all of you when you get back. Have fun.”
I held my candy, smiling and hurried with Dr. Green, Kota and Victor to the door, with Luke going back to get Gabriel. 
I made it to the hallway where I saw Silas in the doorway looking in. He was dressed the same as the others, with his jacket off at the moment, and his dark blue tie in place. I stopped short, unsure if I should approach while wearing the gross makeup.
Silas took one look at me and his eyes went wide. He planted a palm on his chest and he said something that I think was Greek and was pretty sure was a curse. 
“Gabriel,” Kota said. “And Luke.”
Silas shook his head and sighed. “Aggele, you tell him I wasn’t scared, okay? Tell him that.”
I smiled conspiratorially, but unsure if I could really fool Luke. “Won’t he just try again on you later?”
Silas tilted his head, seeming to think. “You’re right. Tell him I peed.”
Barrels of laughter thundered through the house from everyone who stood close enough to hear Silas.
I passed my piece of candy to Silas, who grinned and winked at me quietly.
I hadn’t realized how much time it had taken to get washed, do the hair and makeup and to get dressed. The moment I stepped outside, I was smelling wood fires and crisp cool October air and a bit of pumpkin. There was an electricity tonight. Maybe it was because we were about to go out to the homecoming dance and do the job we were meant to do.
Right now, though, the whole street was dark with glowing Halloween decorations at nearly every house. There was activity as a couple of kids, along with some parents, walked up the street, stopping at houses and knocking on doors. 
From up the road, I spotted two boys walking our way. They had superhero masks on, and carried a couple of bags for candy. I was pretty sure they were Micah and Tom.
“Hey!” I cried, calling back into the house. “Jessica! Come out for a second.”
Kota was already starting to move in front of me. Dr. Green was calling to the boys.
Jessica came out just in time as Tom and Micah climbed the steps toward the porch. 
“Do we have to say the stupid trick or treat line?” Micah said from behind his mask. He looked at Jessica. “Who are you supposed to be? Robin Hood?”
“No, idiot,” Tom said. “She’s Katniss. You know from the movie.”
“It was a book first,” Jessica said. She curled her fingers at the boys. “Come here, Sang’s got the candy.” She pointed to her brother. “She’s behind him.”
They both turned expectantly toward Kota. I did the wink and then tilted my head out from behind him, trying to catch some of the light. 
I couldn’t see their faces, but the eyes inside the mask went wide and stayed on my face as their bodies stilled. Maybe we couldn’t see it, but their long silence and the twitching of their feet like they wanted to step back but caught themselves, was enough. Everyone laughed.
“Didn’t scare me,” Micah said.
“Yeah right,” Tom said, reaching out like he wanted to touch it. “Is that a real eyeball?”
“Don’t smudge,” Gabriel said, coming out of the doorway. He nudged the others, pushing his way though. He had on his orange tie and beamed. “I don’t want to have to redo it.”
“Hey!” Nathan called. We turned toward the street, where two town cars were parked. Doors were opened. Nathan waved at us. “Come on! We’re going to be late! Sang gets this one!”
Gabriel grabbed my hand, “Let’s go! Dance time.”
I sucked in a breath, hurrying down the steps. I wanted to freeze time. I wanted this to take forever, and at the same time, I wanted homecoming to be over with so we could return. I wanted to go back and make pumpkins. I wanted to watch the horror movie. I wanted to get dressed up and scare the boys.
I’d done it, and it wasn’t enough. Halloween was amazing. I couldn’t imagine doing things differently, or with anyone else.
I slipped into the front town car. I was so busy getting in, grabbing a seat and having Gabriel and Luke pile in next to me, that when Nathan said, “Ugh,” I didn’t realize what he was talking about until I looked up and caught him staring at my makeup. I grinned and then did the wink.
Nathan’s face went white and then he turned his head away. “Oh gross. Gabriel...”
“Not bad...” said a voice.
Mr. Blackbourne sat opposite us. He wore the black outfit, complete with a gray tie. His hair was combed back. His black-rimmed glasses didn’t hide his gray eyes that were shining with curiosity as we entered.
My mouth opened, and I slowly stopped winking and opened both eyes, slightly embarrassed to have such gross makeup on.
Mr. Blackbourne studied my face, and then leaned in to examine closer. “You had me for a minute there, Luke.”
“That’s all I get?” Luke asked with a chuckle. He closed the door and a moment later, the car started up. “But I guess that will do. Now I just need North.” 
I had a thought that we were forgetting people, but Kota, North, Silas, Victor and Dr. Green must have gone in the other car. 
“Where’s the masks?” Gabriel asked. “Did you pick them up?”
Mr. Blackbourne reached for a black box next to himself and then picked it up, presenting it to me. He picked up others and then gave them to each to Nathan, Gabriel and Luke. “These might actually serve a dual purpose tonight.”
I was looking at Nathan and the others, wide eyed, with the box in my hand. My heart was already pumping.
Gabriel started to open his and then stopped. “Wait, did you do your pumpkin?” He moved to look out the window on the opposite side of the car. “Where is it?”
We all turned to look. The car, as if the driver knew, rolled slowly past Nathan’s house.
The three princess pumpkins were lined up on the porch together, along with Kota’s spider and Nathan’s zombie and Dr. Green’s Japanese mask. There were two sitting together among the zombies. One had a scary skeleton face, and I thought it was North’s. The other one was a skeleton, too, but it was smiling: Silas. 
Together on the porch were two very traditional looking Halloween pumpkins. One was smiling, and the flames inside was brighter than the others, or so it seemed to me. 
And then the other one had a wicked smile, with mean eyes. 
Out of all the pumpkins, I knew it was Mr. Blackbourne’s. It was the scariest by far. Just the way the shadows worked with the grin, it was menacing. 
The whole scene was enchanting. There were cobwebs across the windows, fake spiders, and the lighting was just right to cast weird shadows among the tombstones. I noticed the bowl of candy sitting out, on top of a haystack. The bowl was brimming with candy.
“Cool,” Gabriel said. He sat back, looking satisfied, and blew out a breath. “Thought we weren’t going to make it.”
“Dr. Green was kind enough to get us started, all we had to do was carve,” Mr. Blackbourne said. He turned and nodded to the boxes. “You wanted to do the honors?”
“Oh yeah,” he said. He undid his box, taking the top off and showing us what was inside: a half mask in a bright orange that matched his tie. “Check it out.”
I leaned over, mostly against Luke, to try and look closer at it. It looked like porcelain, and with smooth lines. Gabriel picked it up, and then picked up a black piece. He put the black bud in his ear and then put the mask on. “The mask has a mic in it,” he said. “Be careful when you eat or drink anything. Don’t ruin it.”
Nathan and Luke dove into their boxes. I watched them, wanting to see their masks, the colors.
Mr. Blackbourne reached for my box amid the distractions. Just as Nathan and Luke applied their masks, Mr. Blackbourne quietly opened the box. He looked at Gabriel, and then the other boys and then at me, presenting it.
My mask was a full face one, white, except for an expanse of crystals, mostly in hot pink, with extra stones embedded in different colors: baby blue, red, orange, black, silver, gray, dark blue, purple, green. 
Beside the mask was a hair pin, with hot pink crystals throughout.
“Where’d the pin come from?” Gabriel asked.
“I put in the order,” Mr. Blackbourne said. He reached for that piece, pulling it from the box and handing the mask box to Gabriel to hold. Mr. Blackbourne motioned to me. “Will you turn your head, please?”
I did, slowly, facing the back window. I watched the second town car following us down the road, as I felt Mr. Blackbourne slip the comb into my hair and position it in place. 
My heart thundered as Mr. Blackbourne’s fingers lingered what I thought was a little longer than necessary, touching the strands of my hair. 
When he pulled away, I turned, meeting his eyes.
The silver in his shone. “Rather elegant, don’t you boys think?”
“Perfect,” Gabriel said. He caught my chin, holding my head as he put the earbud in my ear and then put the mask on.
“Sorry,” Nathan said, “but that mask is so much better than the creepy make up.”
Mr. Blackbourne reached next to him, picking up a wide hand mirror. He held it up, presenting it so I could check my reflection.
With the mask on, all hint of the makeup was gone. The crystals seemed to glitter in the low light inside the car. My hair glittered a little from the stones in the comb. The choker at my neck sparkled. The dress, the corset, the skirt: it all went together.
Like a princess out of a fairytale. A creepy one, perhaps, but still enchanting.
The car was quiet for the longest moment. I wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the words. I swallowed, trying to think of something.
Slowly, I breathed in, and found what I wanted.
“Thank you,” I said quietly.
Again the car was quiet. Red, baby blue and orange masks turned to me. Mr. Blackbourne gazed from across the car. I wondered if they had heard me, or if perhaps I had mumbled.
“Happy Halloween, Miss Sorenson,” Mr. Blackbourne said. “I apologize now that we’re having to work this year.”
“No, no,” I said quickly, slicing my hand through the air in earnest. “Please, I know...”
“Next year,” Mr. Blackbourne said, “things will be different for us.”
“Next year,” Luke said, “let’s go trick-or-treating in Victor’s neighborhood.”
“Yeah,” Gabriel said. “But let’s wear a theme again. I like this. No more picking out our own costumes.”
The boys talked about ideas for what to wear next year, but amid their chatter, I looked at Mr. Blackbourne.
His eyes remained on me, silently talking without saying a word. He didn’t have to say anything. I could feel it.
We were together for Halloween with our family. This was what I’d been missing. Not trick-or-treating or candy or parties. 
I knew next year’s Halloween would be just as unforgettable.
And with that thought, there was a twinge of hope. Next year, I’d still be here with them. They were counting on it.
I dared to believe it.
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