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Part I


Illinois
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Chapter 1


Valentine’s Gram



Nick’s absence was a heavy weight upon our shoulders. Six weeks. It’d been six weeks since he left to collect and deliver Christmas roses to Cristes. He was only supposed to be gone for a few days.


Though I didn’t know Nick well, I couldn’t help but be worried about him. He had told me trips to the realm of Cristes were difficult, but he’d also assured me that he had successfully done it many times before. Selfishly, I also feared what would happen to us.


A witch wanted me dead. She wanted Will to exact her revenge and become queen of Cristes. Will and I had only recently learned we were Watchers and yet we knew virtually nothing about our gifts or how to wield them. If she attacked me again, whether in person or my dreams, how would I stop her? Will and I needed Nick, and I was desperate to start training.


Naturally, like in a game of telephone, no one at school had the correct story regarding how I was attacked after the winter formal. Well, no one except for my closest friends and Justin. Weeks on end filled with awkward glances and intrusive stares were enough to make my blood boil.


One sophomore girl, Heather something, became the first and only victim of my roiling frustration in the last week of January. As I walked down the hall, her eyes were like an owl’s as they stared at me, wide and unblinking. She’d been talking to her friends, acting as if she knew me and the true details of the assault that nearly succeeded in killing me if Alex hadn’t come in at the last second and saved me. Heather either didn’t realize it or didn’t care that I’d overheard her.


“Is there something you’d like to say to me?” I boomed.


“N-n-no,” she stammered, her eyes darting as she realized there was a small audience beyond the safety of her friends.


“Perhaps I have something in my teeth or toilet paper on my shoe?” I sneered, turning slowly for emphasis. “I mean, you have been staring at me since I turned the corner.” She shook her head.


My conscience got the better of me as the red flushing her cheeks and water pricking at the corners of her eyes finally registered. I decided to address the crowd instead of singling her out again.


“Listen, whatever happened after the dance is the business of those involved, no one else’s! It was an accident and no one’s fault. So, everyone needs to quit staring at me all the time like I’m some circus act. You aren’t invisible; I can hear you, you know. This ends now!” I stormed toward my next class at the very end of the hall. Will had been observing me as he waited in the cove of a nearby classroom door.


“Don’t start with me,” I cautioned as he caught up to me.


“Wouldn’t dream of it. I’m proud of you for sticking up for yourself, though I do feel a little bad for that blonde girl.”


I sighed. “I said don’t start.”


Will shrugged and began walking with me to class.


“Ugh, you’re so annoying sometimes!” I said, as waves of the guilt he was feeling hit me.


He chuckled as I turned and ran to catch up with Heather. When I tapped her shoulder, she jumped back and my stomach knotted with my own guilt.


“Heather, right? I wanted to apologize for yelling at you. Granted, everyone staring all the time and talking about you as if you aren’t standing right there is not fun—” Will cleared his throat and intentionally sent me ripples of calm that coaxed my nerves. “But still. That’s no excuse to berate you like that, let alone in front of others.”


“Thank you,” Heather breathed.


It’s not only about me, though. It bothers me to hear Justin’s name get dragged through the mud. He’s still my friend and a good guy. “Could you help me with something?”


“Sure,” she whispered.


“Could you make sure people know that Justin was also a victim like me? That he and I are still friends?” She nodded.


The staring stopped…for a week. However, thanks to Coach R. calling me out in dance for wearing jewelry, it started back up again. Now, everyone couldn’t help but notice the rather extravagant friendship ring on my right ring finger.


When Will first gave it to me, I embarrassed myself by assuming he was proposing. In my defense, it did look a lot like an engagement ring. But I hated attention, so when those questioning stares inevitably fixated on the hexagonal opal, I’d have to restrain myself from yanking it off and stashing it in my backpack. I’d made a promise to Will, though, one where I had committed to wearing it as a symbol of our unshakeable friendship.



But in the wake of my near-death experience, I found myself making another promise— to not care so much about others’ opinions, and to stay true to what my heart wanted. I knew I loved Will, and admitting that to myself was freeing. So, I kept the ring on and held my head high, relishing in the confusion among the people who once knew me as the “Miss Independent” Liddy Erickson.



As I walked toward the cafeteria, my eyes scanned all the colorful paper heart decorations, which meant Valentine’s Day was right around the corner. Thanks to the student council’s push to sell Valentine’s Day grams in support of the athletic department, hundreds of hearts were plastered over almost every inch of available wall space all around the school. Most of the signs were cheesy, especially the one that transformed the mirror in the girls’ bathroom into a button and read, “You’re cute as a button.”


I first began loathing the Hallmark holiday back in middle school. The awkwardness of boys trying to woo their “girlfriends” of only a few days or weeks, their voices and hands shaky, made me cringe.


I remember one boy, Kirk, with beads of sweat on his upper lip, practically throwing a teddy bear at a bewildered Ashley before mumbling something and running off to his class. I’m sure all the boys wasted their meager savings or allowances on meaningless trinkets procured from the drugstore. After all, attempting to live up to those Kay Jewelers or 1-800-Flowers commercials can’t be easy.



I thought middle school gift exchanges were bad, but high school blew them out of the water. The small teddy bears or boxes of candy were replaced with wild displays— a competition to see who could profess their love the best. Bouquets of balloons; two-dozen dyed roses; song dedications during morning announcements; graffitiing each other’s cars with liquid chalk; long, graphic make-out sessions in between classes... Barf. I never understood the need to publicly show someone love simply because some made-up holiday expects me to.



Sara believes I hate Valentine’s Day because of a public incident with my freshman-year boyfriend, Ryland. He’d gotten me a ginormous, red case of conversation hearts, which he fumbled while handing to me. Hundreds of hearts spilled all over the hallway. My cheeks burned, and as I dropped down to pick them up, Ryland joked about my butterfingers to the many students staring and laughing, then hightailed it to class. Luckily Sara was there to help me. I shuddered at the memory as I walked past the attendance office.



I entered the busy commons, my attention snagged by two folding tables positioned to the left of the cafeteria’s entrance. Taped to the tables were signs that proclaimed “V-Day Grams: $1” in pink and red bubble letters. Alex sat there, his gaze locked on me, which seemed to annoy Jackie, who appeared to be in the middle of a conversation with him.



“Hey, Liddy! Come over here,” he yelled across the foyer, beckoning me with his pointer finger.


Jackie rolled her eyes as I approached. Alex stood and winked at me, his mischievous grin following suit. Before winter formal, I would’ve recoiled at his blatant flirting. However, my opinion of Alex, though he was still arrogant much of the time, improved considerably after he saved my life. He had changed that night for the better; he no longer made crude, chauvinistic comments about me or my body. His flirting, I realized, was harmless.


Alex, in my opinion, was becoming a gentleman, though I doubted Jackie felt the same in this moment given he was completely ignoring her. I turned a blind eye to Jackie’s scowl and, when she finally acknowledged me, I offered her a sincere smile before returning my focus to Alex. Mara’s attack had taught me life was too short to hold grudges.


“Hey, Alex.”


“‘Sup, Lid? Buy a Valentine’s Day gram and support our athletic department?” He leaned over the table, pulled me into a hug, and gestured to the stacks of paper hearts sorted by color. “Our new water polo team could use the help.”



Jackie gagged. “We don’t need her support.”



“Every little bit helps,” Alex responded, not bothering to look at her, a saccharine sweetness coating his words.


“As if she even has anyone to give one to.”


Except for my closest friends, no one knew that Will and I were officially a couple. This provided an excellent excuse to avoid any PDA. My cheeks heated.


Alex’s eyes flashed to Jackie and she cowered ever so slightly. “Liddy has plenty of people who love her. In fact, I think she has received the most hearts so far—” the deep line between his brows smoothed out and he smiled— “And I’m sure she has plenty of people in her life that she cares for. Of course, it could also just be a gesture of friendship.”



On the first day back from winter break, I slipped a small envelope into Alex’s bag during our first-period history class, along with a few rolls of fruit-flavored Life Savers attached.



Alex,


Words will never be enough to share how truly thankful I am for your act of bravery.


You truly are a wonderful friend and a life saver.


Xoxo


-Liddy


I smiled absently at him, and his eyes flickered in surprise. When his eyebrows lifted and the corners of his mouth quirked, I cleared my throat, snapping myself out of memory lane.


“Could you please hand me four yellow hearts?”


“Ah, the color of friendship,” Alex said, sounding a bit dejected.


I took a pen from the small bucket on the table and jotted anonymous notes to my chicas— Dani, Pree, and Sara. I debated taking the last one home to drop off at Justin’s house. He had to finish out his final semester of high school at home with a school-appointed tutor. I’d mustered the courage once, with Will at my side, and tried to visit him after “the incident,” but Mrs. Lindor had said he wasn’t seeing anyone. I felt terrible for him, but didn’t want to pressure him into seeing me. That evil witch, Mara, deserved all the punishment, not him.


Justin had taken this especially hard; it didn’t help that his baseball scholarship to UIUC was in jeopardy. I couldn’t blame him one bit for wanting to lay low. Mara nearly destroyed his life. What if sending him a heart would only remind him of everything that went wrong?


“Can I trade this for a purple one?”


Alex observed me, his chin resting on his closed fist. His brow lifted, and without saying a word, he handed me the heart clasped between his pointer and middle finger. Ignoring Jackie’s soured face, I angled my body away from Alex, cupping my hand over the heart as I wrote.


Dear Alex,


Thank you again for saving my life. A purple heart for a true hero. Happy Valentine’s Day. May someone remarkable capture your heart.


Your friend, Liddy


“Where do these go?” I asked after folding the hearts in half.


Alex gestured to the three boxes in front of him. “Depends on what you want attached to your hearts when we deliver them tomorrow. You can choose a carnation, a blow pop, or a small bag of conversation hearts.”


I blanched at the conversation hearts and considered the remaining options, freezing when Dani’s distinctive laugh and Pree’s prominent voice drifted from around the corner. I shoved all the hearts into the slit of the flower box and tossed a five-dollar bill at Alex before my friends could see what I was doing. I dashed to our table in the back of the lunchroom, praying they hadn’t seen me.


While waiting for my friends to get through the lunch line, my thoughts drifted to Will. He had charmed his guidance counselor into changing his lunch period so he could be with me and the chicas. However, he wasn’t going to make it to lunch today. He’d volunteered to help his physics teacher with a lecture on the dynamics of surfing. I was bummed, but at least we had English class together, which was right after lunch.



Every minute we were apart grew harder to endure. I blamed this whole “being a Watcher” business for that. You’re an independent woman, I reminded myself. You can go a few hours without seeing your boyfriend. I shook my head. Now that I had someone to share Valentine’s Day with, though — a real relationship — I couldn’t deny my dislike for the holiday had started to thaw. I wanted to show Will my love, and I’d been brainstorming ways to do so over the past few weeks, even roping Nolan into helping me.



Will and I were cautious about not showing any PDA at school. Being so close to him, but having to fight the strong pull our bodies created when near each other, was agonizing. Any time we sat next to each other in a class, Will would slip his hand under the desk and rest it on my thigh, just above my knee. In answer, my body would move my foot to rest against his. Small things, really, but they took the edge off.


We were taking significant strides to heed Nick’s warning, limiting ourselves when together, careful to avoid anything that could spark our dormant Watcher powers. Pree assisted in keeping our secrets, and even helped to distract Will and me when she could.


Sara was the first to join me at the table.


“Anything special planned Sunday for Valentine’s Day?” I asked her.


“Yes!” She perked up. “I’m so stoked it’s on a weekend this year. Matt and I are celebrating Saturday night. That way we’ll both have a later curfew.”


“What do you need a later curfew for?” I teased, glancing up from my sandwich in time to see her flush.


“Shush your mouth.” Sara playfully swatted at my hand.


“Whatcha girls whispering about?” Dani asked, plopping down next to Sara.


“Nothing.” Sara averted her eyes down to her tray.


Pree squeezed in next to me. “What’d I miss?”


“Nothing.” I waved a hand. “Just discussing Valentine’s Day.”


“Ugh, don’t get me started.” Dani groaned.


Ever since winter formal, we all suspected that Dani started crushing on Alex. I only hoped he returned those feelings.


“What?” Dani demanded.


The rest of us giggled. None of us were any good at hiding what we were thinking.


“Chillax, Dani,” Sara said patting her hand. “You’re allowed to be excited for Valentine’s Day.”


Pree snorted. “Easy for you to say; you have someone to share it with.”


“We all have people to share it with,” I said. “Why can’t it be about showing love in general, not only to who you’re dating? I consider all of you my Valentines.”


“Liddy…always showing us the silver lining.” Dani rolled her eyes playfully.


“Yep! It’s all in your mindset,” I chirped.


“I’m sure William will be thrilled to know he’s just your friend,” Sara teased.


“How’s that going, by the way?” Dani asked, a hint of trepidation in her voice.


I hadn’t let my friends know why we weren’t open about our relationship at school, but I knew I’d owe them an explanation soon.


Leaning toward Dani, I whispered, “We’re great. Better than ever.”


“OK, good,” she responded. “I was a little nervous to ask. You guys barely act like you’re dating.”


Pree choked on her Snapple, and I flashed her a pleading look. Only she knew that outside of school, Will and I were inseparable, and that we could light up a room like the Bat-signal whenever we got close.


“Sorry, wr—wrong p—pipe,” she coughed.


Dani eyed Pree, then turned her focus back to me. “Seriously, Lid. Why are you and Will so secretive?”


“Because I’ve had enough drama to last me a lifetime.


Also, Will and I are shy; we like our privacy.”


“Doesn’t it bother you?” she pressed.


I frowned. “Doesn’t what bother me?”


“How all these girls are constantly vying for his attention, going to absurd lengths to try and get even a glance? Maybe they’d calm down if they knew he was officially off the market.”


I laughed. “No, Dani. It doesn’t bother me. I trust him.”



“Yah, but I wouldn’t trust them,” she muttered.




“I guess Dani does have a point,” Sara chimed in as she peeled her orange. “I mean, look what happened with Jackie when she and Will weren’t even dating.”



“Yeah, seriously. Liddy’s wardrobe and body took a lot of hits from Jackie and her Double Dee cronies,” Pree added.


We finished lunch and my stomach did a little flip. In a few short minutes, I’d be seeing Will again. Just in time, too, as the empty void of withdrawal was killing my otherwise good mood.


I got to class first and sighed when he slid into the seat next to me and his knee rested against mine. That briefest touch filled me up and would last me the rest of the school day, though I was still glad I’d see him in dance and after school. The final bell of the day was what I couldn’t wait for. It signaled the end of separation torture and the start of when we could be truly us; two teens in love who didn’t have to worry about alarming the people around us. Poor Pree was still acclimating to it.


Will cleared his throat, his lips twitching, and pushed a folded-up note to me.


Careful with your thoughts. Your eyes are giving you away.


My eyes bugged in alarm. Will stifled a laugh and swiped the note back to his side of the table. A minute later, it was back in front of me.


I can’t wait until school is out, either.


My stomach flipped and my face heated. Although Will was not a mind reader, he could definitely sense and sometimes even experience what I was feeling, and vice versa. The same was true for me regarding his emotions and thoughts. Ever since I used the Christmas rose Nick gave me at the hospital, things had remained heightened between us. We didn’t dare touch the rest of the period.


Dance class was another challenge.


“Will and Liddy, my office please,” Coach R. called to us after assigning small groups to the rest of the ensemble.


We hustled to her office while the rest of the team began working on a shaping exercise.


Coach R. waved us over to her desk. “Close the door, please.”


Will shut it behind us.


“The spring showcase is roughly ten weeks away,” she continued. “After-school rehearsals won’t begin for another two weeks; however, it’s time you both started working on your duet.”


Will and I had landed the coveted role, usually reserved for seniors, after an impromptu dance we performed in front of the ensemble on his first day back at WHS.


“Many students want to choreograph for this show, and their pieces are strong,” Coach R. went on. “So, there won’t be a slot allotted to your piece in the rehearsal lineup. You will have to do a majority of your rehearsals in class and on your own time.”


I breathed a huge sigh of relief. Rehearsals were something Will and I had been dreading, trying to figure out how we could dance together without giving away our secret.


“That’s no problem, Coach R.,” I said. “Will and I can find time to work on the duet outside of school.”


“Oh, Liddy, you guys are the best. I appreciate your willingness, but I insist on giving you class time.”


My heart sank, but Will shook his head. “You don’t need to do that. We’d be happy to spend weekends on it. I wouldn’t want to miss class time.”


Coach R. waved a hand. “Don’t be silly! We have an empty rec room above the pool, a few doors down the back hallway, that I’ve already arranged for you to use.” Panic seized my chest. Will crossed his arms and brushed his elbow against my shoulder. Calming waves rippled through me; my heart slowed, and the tension in my neck eased. “You both can check out a boombox and head over there now.”


Will grabbed the silver boombox and we hightailed it to the rec room. A damp, chlorine-infused smell hit my nostrils. The rectangular room was the perfect shape and size for a studio. On the right were a line of windows that overlooked the pool. I peeked out and saw Alex in the water. He waved and I waved back.


“Well, these windows are going to be a problem,” I sighed.



Will looked at them thoughtfully. “They shouldn’t be too big of a problem; at least they all have blinds. I’m more concerned about the possible mold hidden under this old carpet.” His nose crinkled.



I laughed. “I remember coming here for a birthday party one year when I was a kid. We swam for hours and then came up here to eat and open presents.”


On the far end was a mini-arcade with an electronic Dual Shot Basketball game. There was also a small kitchen with a vending machine and soda dispenser. I sat on the 1970s couch and sank down at least a foot. Will plopped down next to me, leveling us out.


“So,” he began, “how do we want to try and do this? We won’t be able to hide it in front of an audience.”


“I know. I wish Nick was here. I’m sure he’d be able to help us.”


Will’s jaw twitched. “I’m sure he’s fine. He’ll be back any day now.”


“I know, but what if—?”


“There is no what if,” Will cut me off, an edge sharpening his voice. I dropped my gaze. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to snap at you.” He sighed. “I have to believe he’s coming back; for Charlie’s sake.”


I felt a flash of Will’s fear. I reached over and squeezed his hand. “I get it. He’ll be back. Both of them will.”


He nodded. “Want to hit the sledding hill today? Check in on Nick’s place?”


“Of course.” I smiled. “Haven’t missed a day yet.”


Will stood and offered his hand to me. “Help me close these blinds.”


I started working on the white metal blinds on the opposite side. I’d just finished the last one when Will wrapped his arms around me. Speaking into my neck, he said, “We still have another thirty minutes before class ends. Do you think that’s enough time to share a kiss and let the light of our gifting fade?”


“I don’t know,” I breathed. “But let’s not risk it quite yet.” Will groaned and reluctantly let go. “We can time it later, when we’re alone.” I winked at him.


“I love that plan!”


I laughed. “Of course you do. In the meantime, let’s start figuring out what song we want to choreograph the piece to.” We sat at the bar stools in the kitchen area.



“I’ve been thinking a lot about that. Have you heard of the song I’ll back you up?”



“I have.” I tried not to let shock morph my face.


“Why do you look so surprised?” Will laughed.


“Because it’s the exact song I was thinking of!”


“Seriously? I can’t help but picture us performing to that song.”


I smiled. “Well, now that we have our music chosen, what are we going to do with the last twenty-five minutes of class?”


“We can start walking through some movements. I’ll bring the CD tomorrow.” Will stood and moved to a space free of furniture.


“Will, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


“We’ll be fine.” His eyes sparkled, and he laughed. “This is all a bit ridiculous, and yet, it’s our reality.”


“I know, right?” I laughed too. “I look forward to the day when we don’t have to worry about this.”


We lasted barely five minutes before we were glowing. I slumped to the floor, exasperated. I watched Will pace as if cooling down from a hard workout when an idea struck me.


“Will, what if we don’t touch while we dance?”


“How would that even…” But Will stopped mid-sentence, inspiration dawning on his face. “That could work for a lot of the dance. Not all of it, of course, but you’re a genius!”



“I try.” Giggles bubbled from me; I had maybe solved our problem. I turned the radio on to Q101.



“We could spend the first minute or so separated from each other, telling our story through dance about how we found each other again,” Will suggested.


“I think we need to show us together first, like for about thirty seconds, and then separate before coming back together again. It would make it more authentic and thus more impactful.”


“But that means…”


“Yes, I know. We can choreograph the touching parts outside of school. Once we have the routine down, maybe our bodies will be too distracted by the music and so used to the rehearsal steps they won’t…”


“Light us up like a thousand spotlights,” Will finished for me.


“Exactly.”


Will and I laughed as we played with movements. Every time our bodies came close, our pulses surged, and an invisible but tangible current hummed between us. After fifteen minutes, we were out of breath for reasons other than physical exertion. Even though our eyes had kindled, we’d successfully danced.


“I think we’ve had enough for the first day.” Will panted.


“But we still have five minutes.” My chest was rising and falling in rhythm with his.


“Let’s take a minute to cool down. If we walk slowly enough, we’ll get back to the studio and check in the boombox right before dismissal.”


After changing out, Will met me outside the locker room, and we walked to the parking lot hand in hand.


“Meet you at Nick’s?” I suggested when we reached our cars parked next to each other.


“Actually, do you want to leave a car here and drive over together? I miss getting that extra time with you,” Will admitted.


I walked over to the passenger side door of my red Oldsmobile, a Christmas present from Will’s family. I gripped the handle, opened it, and said, “After you, darling.”


Will threw his head back and laughed.
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Chapter 2


1,2,3 Jump!


I parked in the deserted south end of the parking lot. I reached into my back seat for my boots, but Will cupped my elbow.


“Not so fast, my love. What was it you said earlier, something about timing us?”


“I was waiting for you to make a move,” I teased.


A flirtatious grin played on his delicious lips. “How rude of me to keep my princess waiting.”


I couldn’t resist. All the pent-up anticipation that grew heavier as the day wore on came rushing out. In one swift motion, I slid my seat back, maneuvered from behind the steering wheel, and flung myself at Will. His eyes widened, and he bit his lip.


“Oh no! Did I hurt you?”


Will shook his head. His eyes bore into mine as he laid his seat back, bringing me down with him. Fire roared through me, and before I could completely burst, I kissed him deeply. Finally, when my lips began to go numb, I pulled away.


“Try not to make your princess wait so long next time,” I said breathlessly.


Will chuckled. “If this is the end result, she may find herself waiting more often,” he teased, his hands still gripping my hips.


I checked my watch. “Let’s track how long it takes us to return to a brightness level humans can’t detect.” Will ogled me. “What?” I asked, suddenly self-conscious.


“I’ll never get used to how beautiful you look all flushed and radiant. When you shine so bright, I almost cannot bear it.” He kissed me again, so soft and tender, I melted against him.


I sighed. “OK, now the timer really starts.”


We left our bags in the back seat, changed into our boots, and trudged our way to the sledding hill. We’d had tons of snowfall over the past few weeks, thanks to the lake effect.


Getting into Nick’s gate became second nature to us now; we simply imagined ourselves opening it, then pushed on the right spot. Nick had mentioned that it was bewitched, so only those with Watcher blood could enter, thanks to their inherent magic.


We reached the gate, and a chill prickled through my blood.


“Will!”


He had sensed it, too, and was already pushing hard on the cool steel, but it wouldn’t budge.


“What the heck?” He threw his whole weight into it, but nothing happened. I clasped my hand over his, and together we pressed the spot. I closed my eyes and imagined it opening. With a muffled click, the gate swung open.



“We will talk about what that was later,” Will said. “This doesn’t feel right. Something’s happened. Stay behind me.”



“As if!” I took off down the tunnel. The faint glow of Nick’s living room stopped me in my tracks. Will slammed into me, and I had to catch myself on the wall.


“What’s wrong?” He grabbed my shoulders and turned me around to face him, his eyes aglow with concern.


“Mara. She’s happy about…something. That can’t be a good sign.”


Will let go and calmed his breathing. “Let’s get in there. Something tells me Nick needs our help.”


We ran until we entered the domed sitting room. We hustled from room to room, calling out to Nick.


“Looking for something?” Mara’s voice taunted.


Will’s anger had my hair bristling before I even registered the intense emerald green of his eyes.


“Don’t answer her,” I warned.


Will cracked his knuckles. “We need to go into Arbolias.” Not-so-distant flashbacks clouded my vision. I closed my eyes, trying to force away the image of a lifeless Will at the base of the Arbolias tree.


I shuddered. “No, we can’t. Nick said not to go in there.”


“He’s not in any other room, is he? What if he’s stuck in there?” Will pointed to the room that held the massive tree and glowing envelopes. “He may need our help.”


I pressed my fingers to my temples. “Give me a second to think.”


“What happened to Nicholas?” Mara’s voice trilled. She almost sounded concerned, which had to be my imagination. This chick wasn’t the compassionate type.


A deep, muffled groan broke the eerie silence. “Will, tell me you heard that.” But he was already on high alert, peering up at the ceiling.


“What are you looking—?” I saw it before the last word exited my lips. Normally the swirled, thatched ceiling was ornamented with an off-centered opening inlaid with stained-glass; it sparkled with the depiction of the night sky as northern lights danced across it. But now, the thick, frosted glass was blank and obscured by a curled shadow.


I searched the walls for a switch or button but came up empty.


“Liddy, come here. Let me hoist you up. I think the latch to open this is in the ceiling.”



Anxiety flooded my system, and I gaped at Will. Why do I have to be so self-conscious about my weight? Nick might be trapped, and here I was fretting about Will lifting me.



“What’s wrong? Come on. We need to see what’s up there!”


“If I’m too heavy, drop me, and we’ll try furniture.”


“You’re kidding me, right?” Will ran a hand down his face.


I shook away my self-deprecating thoughts, and strode over to him.


“See that notch next to the small curve of the shadow?” Will squinted, pointing to the ceiling. “The one with the faint light glinting through the knot?”


“Yes! It looks like it could be a keyhole.”


“Exactly.” Will squatted and clasped his hands together to form a footrest. “Ready when you are, Princess.”


Another groan sounded from above. I rolled my neck and shook out each leg individually, mentally preparing.


Will sighed. “I don’t think we have time for a full warmup right now.” His expression softened. “Trust me. I won’t drop you. Think of this as practice for our duet.”


“Fine, I’m ready,” I lied, placing my left foot in his hands.


“On the count of three, you’re going to push off the floor with your right foot.”


“On three, or after three?” I asked, clutching his shoulders, trying not to shake.


He smirked, exuding extra confidence, his attempt to reassure me. “After. Here we go, one… two… three… jump!”


I was up in a flash and as promised, Will was a solid foundation. If Jackie knew Will’s strength as a stunt base, I’m sure she’d have worked overtime to recruit him for the cheerleading squad.


“Can you reach it?”


“Yes,” I squeaked. I shouldn’t have looked down. I squeezed my eyes shut and imagined myself opening the latch. But nothing happened.


“What’s wrong? Is it not working?”


“Give me a second, please.”


Nick’s voice, weak and ragged, echoed in my mind, startling me; I wobbled, nearly losing my balance.


“Easy now. I’ve got you,” Will said.


Again, Nick croaked, “Lock your eyes on the knot, and don’t break your focus.”


I did as instructed, and a warming sensation built behind my eyes.


“Good girl. Now, be patient,” Nick wheezed. “You’ll know when the time is right to use your gift to open the latch.”


“I’ve got about a minute left before I have to put you down,” Will called to me, but I didn’t respond. I was concentrating on the blood vessels behind my eyes that started to swell and spark. My vision hyper-zoomed, like a Sony full-frame camera, on the flickering spot in the latch, so that it was the only thing in my frame of view. And then, I had a sudden urge to release the built pressure.


When my vision normalized, the latch was opened. I pushed against an uneven pane in the ceiling, but it wouldn’t budge.


“Nick, can you hear me?” I yelled. “You are going to need to move over.”


No answer.


“Liddy, I promised I wouldn’t drop you, but I’m starting to lose my grip. Come down now,” Will cautioned.


“Just one more sec!” I pleaded.


Again, I followed the instructions Nick had seemingly communicated telepathically; or, at least, I thought that’s what he was doing. Thanks to the frosted glass, I could barely make out the outline of his body, but I lasered in on him. The back of my eyes burned again, and I was able to zero in on the inner mechanisms of the latch; the pressure mounted, then I released.


Nick and Will both groaned, and down I went. Luckily, Will was able to cushion my fall.


“Are you OK?” he asked.



“Yes, I’m fine.” I sat up, brushing my hair off my face. I stretched my right leg out and turned my left foot inward to work out the ankle. Geesh, his grip is firm.




“That was close!” Will exclaimed. “I asked you to trust me, and I would have felt terrible if something happened to you. What was all that up there? That trick with your gift?” His eyes danced.



“Later,” I breathed. “We need to figure out how to help Nick down.”



As if on cue, the room shook with the sounds of wood splintering and ice cracking. I had no time to move as the large glass pane collapsed, and Nick rolled out. It all seemed to happen in slow motion. His body, heavy and clumsy, slid and landed with a hard thud. A loud crack filled my ears, and I screamed.



Stars pricked at the corners of my eyes as inky black stains seeped into the edges of my consciousness. Something brushed my cheek before I plunged into darkness.
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I awoke on the red velvet settee, spots swimming in my vision. Blinking away the blurriness, I found Nick slouched in the soft leather armchair, his head resting on his fist and nestled into the wing of the chair. Though he sat near the fire, he was covered with a sherpa-lined blanket. I started to sit up, but my right leg was stiff and unnaturally heavy as I tried to shift it.


“Owww,” I moaned. Will, exiting the kitchen with a silver tray, rushed over to me. He set the salver on the coffee table, then peeled back the crocheted blanket that covered my legs. My jeans were torn open, exposing my mangled ankle, tucked between two crimson towels.


“Dang it. My parents are never going to let me out of the house again,” I muttered, dropping my head back onto the couch.


“I tried to wake Nick to do whatever it was he did in the hospital that healed you, but he’s too weak. After I carried you to the couch, I had to carry him to the chair.”


“How long have I been out?”


“About an hour.” Will glanced down at his watch, grimacing. “There’s no way you can walk out of here, and I’m going to need to take you to a hospital.”


I tried to move again, but every inch of movement sent a sharp, searing pain through me, like I was being stabbed by a hot poker.


Will winced, and I knew some of my suffering registered in his body. “Could you not do that? It’s nearly impossible to take care of you when I can feel the same things you do.”


“Sorry.” I exhaled, leaned my head back, and closed my eyes. Will worked to replace the wet towels on my foot with fresh ones full of ice.


“No hospital or doctors,” I firmly stated.


Will pursed his lips, scrutinizing me with narrowed eyes. “Liddy, I really—”


“No,” I repeated. “I’ve had enough hospital visits to last a lifetime, thank-you-very-much.”


Will shot me an exasperated look. “OK, well, then what’s your plan?”


I puffed out a breath, strands of my hair flying off my face. “Give me a second to think.”


The last thing I wanted was to scare my parents with another call from a medical professional informing them I’d been hurt. However, I realized I was in bad shape, and there was no way I’d be able to walk out of here. Heck, even the thought of Will carrying me, his movements jostling my body on the trek to the car, made me squirm.


An idea struck me. “Will!”


He started. “What is it?”


“I figured out a plan to get me home without having to go to the hospital.”


“OK, shoot.”


“You know how I opened that tiny latch in the ceiling before Nick fell through?”


Will looked at me through narrowed eyes. “Absolutely not.”



Humph. “I haven’t even told you what I’m thinking yet.”



“Yeah, but I can feel your uneasiness mixed with reckless abandon, and that never ends well.”


“Oh, hush. It’ll be great. Are you ready to listen?”


“Do I have a choice?” Will smirked.


“Fine. I’ll do it myself,” I huffed. I did my best to shift positions without causing myself any further torment. I closed my eyes and, inhaling deeply, recalled Nick’s directions on how to use my gifting.


“Stop!” Will yelled, ripping me out of my meditative state.


“What is your problem?” I snapped.


“You can’t! I mean...we don’t know what using your gifting on yourself will do.” Will’s fear thrummed through me.


I sighed. “Right now, this is our only option. We need to take care of Nick and get home without raising suspicion.”


“Let me try, then. You’ve got to be in pain, and I don’t want you sapping any more of your energy.”


“OK,” I relented and leaned my head back against the pillow.


Will sat massaging his forehead. “I don’t know what I’m doing. You are going to have to walk me through it.”


I patted his hand. “Lock your eyes on my ankle and don’t break your focus.” Will obeyed and set his gaze. “Now, when you experience a warming sensation, keep thinking about fixing my ankle, letting the pressure build.”


I could sense the electric charge sparking from his body, but just as quickly as it came, it fizzled.


“Dang it!” Will glowered.


“It’s OK. We’ll try again.”


“What if I do it wrong and make it worse?”


“I trust you. This will work, I know it. I just did it.”


“That was unlocking a hidden latch in the ceiling, and look how that turned out,” he joked, but his voice quivered.


“Hey, I think it was pretty good for my first time,” I teased, jutting out my bottom lip. Will leaned over and softly pressed his lips to mine. When he broke away, I hooked the back of his neck and pulled him back down for another kiss. I kept him there until more of my pain ebbed away and his body relaxed.


He rested his forehead against mine. “When it comes to you, I don’t like taking chances.”


I smiled. “You’ve got this. I think you’ll be surprised how natural it feels.”


“How did you know what to do? First at the front gate, then again with the latch?”


I shrugged. “I followed my gut at the door; I figured combining our giftings would naturally make us stronger.


With the latch, well... Nick helped me with that.”


Will blinked. “Come again?”


“I heard Nick giving me directions, telepathically. Crazy, right?”


“Maybe a little.” Will sat up and again focused on my ankle.


“That’s good, Will. Patience. Imagine what my ankle would look like healed. You’ll know when it’s time to use your gifting.”


Minutes later, the entire room was glowing emerald, and then it faded. Will remained rooted to his spot on the edge of the coffee table. I glanced down at my foot. Though the bruising didn’t look much better, my ankle now sat in its normal position.


“You did it!” I cheered.


Will grunted. “It looks the same.”


“When Nick came to the hospital to heal me, I slept for a long while after; only then did I look remarkably better. It still took some time to fully heal.”


“I guess.” Will sounded defeated.


I attempted to swing my legs over the couch. “Here, I’ll show you.”


“Wait! Not so fast. Let me take a look.” Will moved to the edge of the couch, his back to me, and gingerly placed one hand on my heel and the other on the top of my foot. I sighed at his touch, and he glanced over his shoulder, his eyes twinkling.


“I’m going to try moving your ankle. Tell me immediately if the pain is too much.” As careful as handling a newborn baby, Will rotated my foot in the smallest of circles. It glided smoothly over the ankle bone, which had been previously bent like the hook of a wire hanger.


“How was that?” He asked.


“I didn’t feel a thing.” I replied, smiling in relief at this revelation.


“Good. Can I try again?”


“Of course.”


His hands warmed as he continued to move my foot, gradually enlarging the circle. “And now?”


“A little tight, but not painful,” I responded sheepishly, enjoying his touch.


Will laughed. “I’m going to let go so we can get a real sense of what it feels like when you move it.” He removed his hands.


“It feels fine; I promise. I’m going to try to walk on it.” Swinging my legs over the side, I wiggled my toes in the rug before pushing off the couch to stand.


Will was already at my side, offering his arm. I took one step, but it was obvious that, though my ankle didn’t appear to be broken anymore, I wasn’t able to put my full weight on it. I winced and squeezed Will’s arm.


“On second thought, I’m going to sit back down.” I plopped onto the arm of the settee.


Will looked stricken, his face pale and jaw clenched. “I must not have done it right.”


“Are you kidding me? Will, my ankle is no longer crooked. I can move it and stand! You were fantastic! In fact, I haven’t properly thanked you.” I gave him my most flirtatious smile.


I pulled him onto the couch, then slid off the armrest and onto his lap. “Now who’s the one who doesn’t give themselves nearly enough credit?”


Will chuckled in response. I cupped his cheeks and, achingly slow, moved in for a kiss, savoring the sparks in his eyes. Right before our lips met, we heard a low groan.


“Nick,” Will and I said in unison. Will stood and helped me hop over to Nick.


Nick greeted us by opening one eye. “I’d prefer it if you two would cease doing that, especially in the company of others,” he murmured. My cheeks flushed, but Will just smirked at me.


“Nick, are you OK?” I asked. “Where have you been?”


Nick’s eyes fluttered but remained closed. His head fell to his shoulder, his breathing labored. “William,” he croaked out.


“Yes?” Will kneeled down next to Nick.


“In my office...” Nick flinched. “In my office, you will find a golden—” he grunted, a bead of sweat on his brow— “star. Press the center…and use it to call your uncle. His assistance is needed.”
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Chapter 3


Like a Candle



“What do you mean, my uncle?” Will’s face was scrunched in sheer perplexion.


“Abishai. I need him. Now would be tremendous.” Nick’s eyes rolled back as his head slumped over.


“Nick? Nick!” I yelled, but he didn’t stir. Placing my cheek near his mouth, I sighed in relief when his breath brushed my skin.


Will stood stock-still, staring at the fire, the crease between his brows deepening.


“Will?” A plethora of emotions roiled off him.


“Lid, do you understand what he said? My uncle. Shai knows…about all of this. He knows!” Will threw his hands in the air. I rested my hand on his shoulder, but he whirled away. I stumbled, but he caught me, righting me as if I were an afterthought, and then continued to pace. “Why wouldn’t he tell me who I was? Why not be there for me through all of this? Why the charade?”


Nick’s breath hitched and my attention diverted to him. “Will, we can ask your uncle when he arrives. But we need to get him here, now.”



Will crossed the room in just four strides. My eyes followed him until his tall, muscular frame disappeared behind the wooden door. I heaved a long sigh, calming my nerves as well as the intense emotions I’d absorbed from Will. Nick coughed and I inspected his face. His lips were powder white, and small cracks were sealed with dried blood. When was the last time he had water?




I knew Will would be back any moment, but I suddenly couldn’t wait another minute to fetch Nick some water. I scanned the room, but even though the kitchen was close, I wasn’t confident enough to hop all the way there and back by myself. A glint off the pewter tray Will had left on the ottoman caught my eye. I staggered over to it and found some small ice chips wrapped in the towels that had hugged my ankle. Thank goodness the ice didn’t actually touch my foot. Gathering up the towel, I made my way back to Nick as Will reentered the room.



“You shouldn’t be walking around.” Will beelined it to me.


“I’m fine.” I opened the towel and picked out a few ice chips. “Hold his chin for a sec, please.” Will placed one hand behind Nick’s head, lifting it gently. With his thumb, he guided Nick’s mouth open. I slipped the melting pieces into his mouth, Will closing it right after. Nick’s Adam’s apple bobbed ever so slightly as he swallowed.


“Could you please fill a cup with some more ice?” Will said nothing as he hurried back into the kitchen. A moment later, I heard a loud pounding and a drawer slam shut. When he returned, I took the cup filled with crushed ice and a spoon from his hands, and continued to hydrate Nick. Will sat on the couch, his elbows on his knees, hands fisted together under his chin, staring at the floor. I tried to extend some reassuring vibes his way, but they didn’t rouse him. I fed Nick a few more spoonfuls of crushed ice before hobbling over to Will.


I lightly massaged his ear lobe. “How did the call with your uncle go?”


A cool breeze stirred, blowing my hair into my face. I turned to see Shai stand from a crouched position directly under the glass pane where Nick had fallen from, and stride into the living room. Not a single hair was out of place, but his features were contorted with concern. His eyes darted to Will and me before he hastened to Nick’s side.



“Uncle,” Will said, but Shai did not answer. “Uncle,” Will tried again, his voice louder. Shai still had his back turned to us, not acknowledging his nephew. “Abishai!” Will yelled, springing to his feet.



Shai whirled, his eyes ablaze, the same green as Will’s. I stared nervously at the pair of them.


“William,” Shai said, sounding both exhausted and annoyed. “What could you possibly need at this moment that is more important than saving a man who is slowly dying?”


I blanched. “Dying? Nick’s dying? Are you able to help him?”


Shai’s eyes flitted to mine. “Yes, but I can’t have distractions while I tend to him. Could one of you grab me the tincture in the opalescent bottle from Nick’s medicine cabinet?”


Will stalled. The chaos of his emotions practically slammed into me. Using the couch as support, I staggered around it and hopped toward the bathroom.


“Lydia, what happened to you?” Shai hurried to my side, seconds ahead of Will.


“I’ve got her,” Will said coolly, his narrowed gaze on his uncle. Shai released my arm and stepped back, raising his hands in surrender. Will gingerly placed me on Nick’s bed and disappeared into the bathroom. A moment later, he returned with a small glass bottle, no larger than the size of a perfume sample vial.


“Hold this, please.” He placed the tincture in the palm of my hand. I closed my fist around it, and Will scooped me up. Before I could protest, we were on our way back to the living room, and then I was back on the couch. Will delivered the tincture to an expectant Shai.


Shai thanked him and twisted the bottle’s top. Will didn’t speak, but his body language had loads to say. He stood as still as a statue, his arms crossed over his chest, and his jaw was pulsing so hard, I was nervous he’d crack a tooth.


“I cannot work with you breathing down my neck, William,” Shai groused. “Kindly return to the sofa while I administer my work, and then I will tend to Lydia.” Shai again spoke without looking at Will.


“Are you serious? You can’t dismiss me like this,” Will complained.


“I assure you I am dead serious, as Nick will be if you do not control your emotions and have a seat.”


Will scoffed and stomped back to the couch. He was usually so calm; it was hard for me to see him like this. I realized this was what he must experience whenever I let my emotions best me. I decided to try and distract Will, the same way he always helped me.


“Will,” I whispered, feigning embarrassment. He either didn’t hear me or was too distracted by his own thoughts. “Will,” I tried again, a little more loudly as I touched his arm, wanting him to feel my emotional plea for him to look at me.


He blinked and faced me. I cupped his cheek, then slid my hand to the back of his neck, drawing his ear close to my mouth. “Do you mind helping me to the bathroom?” I pulled away and dropped my gaze. I totally did need to use the bathroom, but more so, I wanted to get Will away from his uncle.


Again, Will scooped me up and carried me all the way to the bathroom.


“I’ll only be a sec.”


Will rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you, uh, need any help in there?”


“Gosh, no! I mean, thank you for offering, but I can manage.” I shut the door.


I purposely took my time. When I could stall no longer, I turned the gold handle of the faucet and washed my hands, the soap’s scent of wassail permeating the air.


“All finished,” I said cheerily, trying to lighten the mood as I opened the door.


Will bent to pick me up, but I hopped back. He looked at me quizzically. “Don’t bring me back in there just yet. Can we sit on the bed?”


I could sense Will struggling. “Liddy, as much as I would love to kiss you, I don’t think now is the time to…”


I giggled and his cheeks turned pink. “No silly, I meant sit, literally, so we can talk.”


Will ran a hand through his hair. “Sorry, I’m a little on edge.”


“So, I’ve noticed.” I smiled and tilted my head coyly. Will locked me in a bear hug, easily lifting me off the floor and onto the bed. “So, what are you going to say to your uncle when he is done with Nick?”


“I’m not sure. I was hoping he’d initiate, but it doesn’t seem like he is going to.” Will sighed.


“Well, his answer may be complicated. Are you sure you’re ready to hear it tonight?”


“I probably shouldn’t talk to him when I am so dang mad at him, but I truly want to know. Why wasn’t he there for me? Helping me walk through this? This whole learning-that-we- aren’t-exactly-human was a lot to take, and I was by myself for the first few months of it.”


“I totally get it. I’d be mad, confused, even hurt as well.” I took his hand and entwined my fingers in his. “I’m here with you, however you want me to be. I’ll support your decision, however you want to approach this. If you’d like to speak to him privately, you can take me home.”


“No. You are part of this, too.” Will brushed my knuckles with his thumb.


I leaned in to kiss him, but before our lips touched, a bright sea-green colored light flashed from the living room. “Should we go out there?” I asked.


“I think if I go out there, I may punch him in the face. I need another five minutes to cool down.”


“Well, while we wait, do you mind massaging my ankle?”


Concern etched his face as he reached for my leg and brought it to his lap. I laid back on a pillow. My few minutes of bliss were interrupted by another bright light, and Nick crying out. Both our heads snapped to the open door.


“William! I need you in here, now!” Shai yelled.


Will moved to pick me up, but I waved him off. “Go, go!”


He darted out of the room, and I hobbled after him. I reached the doorway as Will landed at Nick’s side. Nick continued to cry out and arch out of his chair. I feared he would snap his spine.


“Hold him down!” Shai ordered, his body aglow in pinks and greens.


Will and I seemed to light up a room whenever we used our gifting, but Shai was different. He contained the light within inches of his skin and directed small rivers of it from himself into Nick.


Will didn’t ask questions and held Nick down.


I finally made it to the armrest of the red sofa. “What’s happening?” I asked as fear continued to grip me. Seeing someone in this much pain was extremely distressing.


“His body is fighting the healing. His organs were practically frozen solid.” More ripples of light shot from Shai. Nick convulsed, and I watched a bead of sweat trickle down Shai’s forehead.


“Come on old man, don’t give up on me now!” Shai bellowed, pressing his hands over Nick’s heart. Will struggled to hold Nick still. Shai closed his eyes and muttered under his breath. I couldn’t make out any of the words, but his lips were moving a mile a minute. The power within Shai pulsated, but he remained resolute. Will gawked, awestruck watching his uncle.


Nick began to glow from various points, all places where his major organs were. A single strand, the size of a cable wire, branched out from each until they were all connected. Like the wick of a candle, light flamed to life, and every inch of Nick was glowing. He cried out, then went still.


“Will!” I screamed as Shai swayed, his eyes rolling back in his head. Will caught him, and eased him to the couch.


“William,” Shai rasped. “Can you please retrieve a few Christmas roses from outside?”


Will nodded tersely and bolted from the living room. My eyes zipped to Shai as he leaned his head back on the couch.


“I can sense you staring at me, Ms. Lydia,” he commented, his eyes closed.


Embarrassed, I immediately cast my gaze to Nick, who now slept peacefully in his chair. It was my turn to feel someone’s eyes on me, and when I glanced at Shai, he was indeed staring. We said nothing to each other, though Shai seemed like he was daring me to talk first.



Will came back with three bright and sparkling Christmas roses in his hand. “Here you go, Uncle,” he gritted out.



“Excellent. All good choices. Mature and at their highest potency.” Shai brought one up to his nose and inhaled deeply.


I hadn’t realized his skin had been so ashen until the magic of the rose brought his natural color back.


Shai lifted his head. “Nick wouldn’t happen to have any food in his house, would he? Particularly oranges, or any cookies he may have baked? It greatly helps to replenish Watchers after they’ve depleted themselves, but any food will do.”


“Actually,” I chimed in, “We’ve been bringing fresh groceries every few days since Christmas in case Nick returned.”


Shai scowled. I moved to get off the couch to grab him something to eat, but squawked in pain.


Immediately, Will was at my side, helping me sit. “I’ve got it, Princess.” He whisked off to the kitchen. Poor Will, he’d been running around frantically for hours taking care of everyone.


“So, it seems as if Nick has been divulging more than he ought to be,” Shai remarked once Will was out of earshot.


“How so?” I asked, annoyed. “I actually think he’s been quite vague, except for what he shared with us on Christmas Eve, but even that was minimal.”


“We’ll see about that,” Shai scoffed, shaking his head. “You always seem to find yourself in some sort of trouble. How’d you hurt your foot?”


I resented his tone. “Nick fell from the ceiling directly onto it, but don’t worry. Will healed it.”


He scrutinized my injury as he inhaled another rose. “That’s healed?” He twisted his lips to the side, and I couldn’t help but feel like he was mocking me.



This was only the second time I had met Will’s Uncle Shai, but tonight he seemed like an entirely different person. Rude! “For your information, Will did a great job, especially considering it was his first time, and he did it completely on his own, working on pure instinct. Before, my foot was completely bent into an L-shape. At least now it doesn’t hurt, unless I try to walk on it.”



Shai considered my words, raised his brows, then nodded in appreciation. “My apologies. I had assumed Nick had already trained him in healing already.”



“Hmph. Well, you know what they say about people who assume things,” I sneered, then slapped my hand over my mouth. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”



Shai smiled. “I deserved it. Nick is the one I am angry with. If I wasn’t so drained, I would offer to further heal your ankle. May I at least have a look at it?”


“I’m fine, really. I don’t want to be a bother.”


“No such thing.” He adjusted his torso and hips and I propped my leg up on the sofa. Shai held my foot gingerly as he examined it, rotating my ankle clockwise and counterclockwise, up and down. He held my ankle with one hand and, with the other, placed pressure on the bottom of my foot. I hissed.


“Ah, I think you still have a small fracture or two. I can show William how to fix that.” Shai set my foot down. “On second thought—” he frowned and laid his head back— “that would take too long. I do not have the energy nor do I wish for him to experiment on you right now. I shall have him take you to my home; Nolan can help you.”


My mouth dropped as Will walked in carrying a red tray.


“What? Nolan is a Watcher, too?”


Shai massaged his forehead. “Yes, he is.”
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Chapter 4


Thundernation!



“I can’t believe this! Why did no one say anything to me? Did you really think it was best for me to figure this all out on my own?”


“Things are…complicated,” Shai sighed.


Nick spoke softly, almost too quiet to hear. “Please, tell them already. It’s not your fault, but they need to hear it.”


“Nicholas, please. We’ve been over this,” Shai groused.


“I do not…think you-have…a-choice at-this point,” he panted.


“Tell us what?” I asked.


“Do you have any idea how much this whole thing has sucked?” Will raged as he paced behind the couch. “Transitioning into a Watcher, learning I’m not human, utterly alone…” He trailed off. “Wait, this means my parents… they have to be Watchers, too.” Will’s voice dropped, his brows knitting together. “But they’ve never shown any sort of gifting abilities, and they’ve never once said anything to me.”


“You’re right,” I chimed in. “Does that mean, my parents and brother... They have to be too, right?”


Shai looked up, first glancing at Will, then at me. He braced his elbows on his knees, and rested his head on his forearms. “I’m sorry, but I’m not ready to share everything with you yet.”


“Too bad. Liddy and I are having a hard time figuring out how to conceal our giftings at school, not to mention Mara almost killed Liddy less than two months ago!” A large vein in Will’s neck popped as he shouted.


“I understand you are angry—” Shai paused and clenched his teeth. “However, you cannot yell at me. In Cristes, we treat our elders with respect, especially royalty.”


“I don’t give a crap!” Will’s eyes sparked.


Shai staggered to his feet, his eyes wincing with each deliberate movement. It pained him to stand, but stand he did. Shai met Will’s gaze, and his body flickered to life. Icy blue power ignited his eyes and every vein of his body, melting into the whole of his skin. “I said, stand down, William. Do not make me disarm you. It isn’t pleasant, and it would take you days to recover.”


“You wouldn’t dare!” Will snarled.


“Will,” I spoke, but he didn’t respond. “Will!” I said more forcefully. When he finally turned his attention to me, I pleaded, “Take me home.”


“You can’t be serious.” Will glowered.


It was the first time he’d looked at me like that. My stomach plummeted. I’d wondered when we’d have our first big fight as a couple, and I cringed, wondering if tonight was it.


“I’m serious. My ankle is bothering me more than I thought. I need to go home…take a bath, and some Advil. Plus, I’m starving.”


Shai nodded. “I think that is very wise, although I must request you visit Nolan instead of putting poison in your body. I can make sure he has dinner ready for you along with a bath.”


“So, what, you’re never going to tell me?” Will spat. “Or do we have to wait for more ambiguity from Nick, which is basically figuring it out on our own?”



“Thundernation, Abishai! They are sitting ducks at this point. You need to inform them. They need to train—” Nick began coughing violently. Shai opened his hand, revealing the remaining Christmas rose Will had picked. Nick seized Shai’s wrist. “Please, cousin. It is time.” Nick’s eyes held a pain deeper than any physical wounds could inflict.



“Cousin?” Will’s voice cracked.


Shai sighed deeply and placed his hand on Nick’s shoulder. “Nick is my cousin, and thus, is your family as well.” Will opened his mouth to interrupt, but Shai held his hand up and shook his head. “Let me finish. I need to stay here a few days to nurse Nick back to health while I recover as well. We should assemble in my library on Sunday. All of us. Nick and I will explain everything then.”



Will began to protest, but I propped myself up on the couch cushion and grasped his forearm, hoping he could sense the gist of my thoughts. Please, don’t push your uncle. He’s agreed to talk to us, to finally give us some answers.



We should leave so we don’t jeopardize Nick.


Will’s eyes widened for a brief moment before his brow furrowed. “Let’s go.”


“Great, it is settled.” Shai clapped his hands together. “I will notify Lydia’s parents, apologize for our tardiness in calling, and inform them we insisted she stay for dinner. I will also apprise them of her ankle, and explain she got carried away in an enthralling game of charades.”



Will bent down, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, tucking my head into the crook of his shoulder as he carried me from Nick’s home. The usual warming sensation my body experienced when touching him was absent, replaced with cool steel. I tried my best to send as many happy vibes to him as possible, but the invisible wall Will placed between us stopped them before they could fully slip past the surface of his skin. This is new. I tried again, but this time I sent him my thoughts regarding our earlier kiss.




Will’s jaw twitched, and he stopped a few yards short of my red Oldsmobile. “Please stop. I want to be mad right now.” He bent his head to look at me. “I’m totally not mad at you. You were only trying to help back there. But I’m definitely pissed off at my uncle, Nolan, my parents… All I’ve ever known is a lie.” He trekked the remaining steps to the car and placed me into the front seat. “So, if you don’t mind, I need some time to simmer. I need to be mad.”



“I understand.” I caressed his cheek and pressed play on the Blues Traveler CD.



Hook had just finished playing when Will turned off the car. He kneeled before my open door and had me cling to his back. We approached the front door where Nolan greeted us as usual.



“Good evening, Lord William, Madam Lydia.”


“Hi, Nolan,” I said sweetly, trying to make up for Will’s foul mood.


“Where do you want her?” Will asked, inclining his chin at me and ignoring all pleasantries.


Nolan didn’t blanch, as if he’d expected this reaction. “In the apothecary room. There are no windows there.” Nolan did an about-face and strode through the spacious atrium. “This way, Lord William.”


Nolan led us past the kitchen and through a door that led to the back staircase, the route to Will’s room. But instead of going upstairs, Nolan pressed his hand on the floral wallpaper. A hidden door swung inward, and a light switched on. Nolan padded down the carpeted stairs.


Will must have been exhausted from carrying me everywhere all afternoon, but he didn’t complain once, his body showing no signs of fatigue. My inner doubts about my body had quieted down, as I grew more and more comfortable with him carrying me.


We’d only descended about ten stairs when we approached a landing. Nolan opened a door and Will carried me through the slightly arched frame into a warm, humid, medium-sized room. The room resembled a high-end athletic training facility. On one of the wood-paneled walls were hundreds of dark amber, opalescent, and blue glass tincture bottles, all labeled. In the corner on a tabletop sat a miniature greenhouse, and inside was a small bed of Christmas roses.


Will and I stood in the doorway, gaping.


“So, you truly didn’t know this was here?” I whispered to him. He shook his head as he continued to take in the room, landing on what looked like a table of elements, but specific to the Christmas rose.


“Please, set Madam Lydia here.” Nolan gestured to the white table in the middle of the room that looked a lot like a massage table.


Will set me down gently and fetched himself a chair, placing it at my side.


“Roll up your pant leg, please, and remove your sock,” Nolan instructed me with quiet assertiveness. I did as asked. He examined my foot and ankle.


“Who did the first pass of healing?” He looked up at us.


Will’s hand, which had been holding mine, suddenly grew hot and clammy. “I did,” he croaked out.


Nolan smiled at him. “I must say, you did a marvelous job. And, Lord Abishai did a marvelous job walking you through it.”


“Actually, Will did it on his own,” I chimed in.


Nolan’s eyes twinkled, and he grinned even wider. “I wish I could say I am surprised. Healing is probably the first of the many giftings that will come naturally to you. I would love to walk you through more advanced techniques right now, but I am on strict orders to heal her foot quickly and feed you dinner.”


Will rolled his eyes. “Whatever,” he mumbled.


If Nolan heard him, he pretended not to notice Will’s persnicketiness. Nolan straightened himself and walked over to the wall of tinctures, selecting a blue glass bottle. He then went to a silver mini fridge and retrieved what looked like a frostbitten pink scarf. He returned to us and stood near my injured foot.


“Lord William, do you mind standing opposite me?” Will begrudgingly let go of my hand. “Madam Lydia, I am afraid the first pass did not heal as deeply as it needed to. It may be a little uncomfortable, but nothing you can’t handle. May I proceed?”


A sudden rush of anxiety coursed up my neck, but I pushed it down. Will was already eyeing me.


“I think I should stand by Liddy,” he said nervously.


“I’ll be fine. Of course, Nolan. Please proceed and...thank you.”


“My pleasure.” Nolan grinned. He handed Will the bottle and pink wrap. Nolan placed his hands on either side of my ankle. “Lydia, what’s your favorite color?”



His question caught me off guard. “Umm, purple. Why do you…” A blinding light and a loud crack reverberated throughout my body. Little bursts of light, like my own fireworks show, popped and sparkled in my vision, and I swayed.




Instantly, Nolan was next to my head with a dropper in his hand, and placed three drops of a honey-like liquid in my mouth. “Swallow please,” the butler— or should I call him healer now?— instructed. I was instantly righted. He dipped the dropper into the blue bottle Will shakily held in his hands. Nolan took the wrap from Will and placed a few drops of opal-colored liquid on it. Within seconds, my foot was neatly wrapped.
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