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Preface



Soft hands caressed my face. I snuggled into the warm palm and sighed with great relief. All that ugliness of the past few hours—painful neon blotches all over my skin, Nolan staying behind to give us time, our trip to Cristes—was all a bad dream. When I awoke, I’d be back in Illinois, in Shai's home. We would have another day to properly fix the globital device so we could portal safely to Cristes. No, I wouldn't open my eyes just yet. I was content to stay here next to Will.


The warm hands left my face and I frowned. Cold air froze the outer layer of my cheek. So. Cold. A tittering sound accompanied the stiffening of my body. Within seconds, a warm heaviness draped across me, but before I could snuggle in again, the hands gripped me and turned me onto my side before returning me to my back. Will probably lifted me and was taking me to bed. I arched against the hard, solid surface of his torso. His strong hands gripped my shoulders, helping me to sit, and then laid me down again. This time, I nestled into soft, feathery clouds. Yes. I definitely had fallen asleep on one of the couches in Shai's training room and Will just carried me to bed. Now I could finally get sound sleep so I could be useful on our journey to Cristes. All was right in the world.



Moments later, screams, full of bottomless sorrow, wailed in the distance. My eyebrows knit together at their intrusiveness. Come on, brain! Everything's fine. Let me sleep! Desperate cries pierced the air again, this time much closer. My heart thudded unrestrained within its cavity, understanding something my mind did not.
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Chapter 1


The Boogey Man's Coming



A wave of nausea hit me hard and fast. My eyes popped open as I turned my head, biting back bile, my throat burning. An endless view of flat, snow-covered land surrounded by a smattering of thick trees coated in snow and ice greeted me. Watchers I'd never seen before intercepted my view, and my gaze followed them as they ran between fur-lined sacks on their sleds to a small group crouched over a still body.


Shai!


Nick, Lana, and Brantley remained at his side. A blue and monstrous mountain in the distance with a few ice castles scattered at its base provided a stark contrast to the gruesome wreckage of Shai’s body.


Panic flooded me as I searched for Will, relaxing slightly as I found him only about a foot away from me. Though he still lay unconscious, he now rested on a golden sled. I traced the handsome features of his face, soaking him in. But then a small shadow clouded over me. My heart pumped harder, prepared to crack out of my chest as fear threatened to take hold of me. My connection to Will was barely tangible.


“Will,” I croaked, my throat burning, as I reached for him. The ruddy beat of our bond was slow and faint. Will needed help. If I could just grasp his hand, I could...


In a flash, Nick was at my side, catching me before I fell from my own sled.


“What is it?” he asked, his eyes wild with concern.


“Will, he's... I can't feel...”


“Speak, girl!” Nick hollered and I flinched.


“He needs help!” I cried.


Nick whipped around on the balls of his feet. He took one step from his crouched position and laid his hand over Will's breastbone. A quick blue light lit up Nick's hand and Will's chest. Without a word, Nick stood. He flung his jacket tail and scooped me up, quickly situating me so that I lay on top of Will, my head on his chest, arms tucked into his side, and legs entwined with his. Nick turned, grabbed the fur blanket I'd been lying on in the sled, and draped it over us.


“He was beginning to freeze. Your body heat should help keep him warm enough until we reach the castle. In addition, your bond should help him greatly.”


I wanted to ask more questions, but Nick turned his head and shouted, “Mother, we need to be leaving.”


Immediately, a woman donning a silver laurel crown was at his side. I stared at her familiar gray eyes as they found mine, and words echoed in my mind, tugging at my recent memories.


“Welcome to Cristes, Lydia. We have been waiting a very long time for you.”


So this was Queen Nicole. Though I hadn't met her in person, I felt as if I knew her thanks to Nick's and Mara's memories. Her appearance was much the same, except her hair was a little grayer, and a few wrinkles hugged her beautiful eyes.


She returned her gaze to Nick's. “We are working as fast as we can,” she gestured to the twenty or so men and women clad in white. “We must stabilize Abishai before we can move him onto a sled.” Nick leaned into his mother's ear. I couldn't hear what they said, so I watched his chin and throat move and bob. When he stepped back, his mother’s eyes widened and gleamed silver.


Drums. Loud, beating drums assaulted my head. I clutched my ears to dampen the noise, but my body vibrated with the pounding. As if on cue, everyone's head snapped to the side, their lips all curved downward. I lifted the top of my body off of Will, hoping to glimpse what had everyone on alert and glowing like a string of soft Christmas lights.


Powdered snow as far as the eye could see billowed into the air, the colossal cloud concealing whatever was coming our way with unnatural speed.


“Ohanna!” Queen Nicole called out, keeping her attention fixed on the veiled threat.


A woman with tan skin and dark braids, aglow in green, was at her side in a split second. She crossed her right arm over her chest, her left arm bent, connecting the wrists over her heart, and bowed. “Yes, your grace.”


“Is that who I think it is?” The queen's lips pursed.


“Yes, my queen. I was in the process of dispatching my captains and their legions to set up a perimeter.”


“And my William is ready for us?”


Ohanna nodded once. “Yes, King Klaus and the rest of our forces, as well as the healers, are in position at the wall.”


And then it dawned on me that Will was named after Nick’s father, King William Klaus.


“Thank you,” Queen Nicole replied. “I will do my best to get us out of here, but we will need more time. Can you provide a distraction?”


Ohanna smirked. The queen's brow quirked as she smiled in return. And then Ohanna was off barking orders to the captains.


“Mother, what is going on?” Nick demanded. I'd forgotten he was even there. It was unlike him to be so patient in a moment of crisis, stepping back and not taking the lead.


“That over there” —Queen Nicole pointed at the roiling storm cloud that grew louder and closer by the second— “is Melchior's army.”


“Critosi!”


“Nicholas!” She gasped. “Watch your mouth. We have come prepared for this. Everyone here knew what they were getting into when you and Lana called for rescue.”



I shuddered as I recalled an image of Melchior, leader of the Black Roses, from Nick's memories. White hair and eyes so dark it appeared as if he had no pupils. Thin lips stretched in a wicked smile as he licked Mara's spit from his face. I gagged at the grotesque image. Queen Nicole and Nick turned to me.



“What is it, dear?” The queen rushed over and stroked the hair out of my face.


“What's Melchior doing here?” I rasped.


She blinked, studied Nick, and pinched her brows.


“Do not fash.” She smiled at me. “He is of no concern at the moment. There is a lot you do not yet know.” Her eyes suddenly shifted to Will, who groaned.


“As I said, we need to get Prince William and Princess Lydia out of here—now!” Nick barked.


Queen Nicole’s lids snapped shut. She loosed a long breath and then hustled over to the group surrounding Shai. I observed as she leaned into the center of the group. When she stood, she faced one of her guards, and her silver eyes flashed twice.


Immediately, an echo of “Bring the dogs!” chorused down the legions of Watchers. In seconds, four of them, tall and fearsome, led teams of large, high-trained dogs out from the small thicket of snow-covered trees. The dogs barked and yipped as they eagerly made their way toward us.


Instincts had me drawing my arm tightly across Will.


The queen turned to me. “Lydia, my mushers will hook your sled to a team. They are the fastest and most skilled in all of Cristes. However, the ride will still be difficult. They will strap you in, but I need you to make sure William's head stays as still as possible. Can you do that?”


My eyes were wide with fear, but I nodded at the queen in mock confidence anyway.


She smiled at me and patted my arm. “Good. Nicholas, you will follow Lydia and William out.”


“And what about you, Mother?”


She cupped his cheek. “I will be right behind you. After I see to it that all of my people are taken care of.”


“They are my people too,” Nick argued.



“You have brought with you precious cargo. Ensuring their safety is for your people.” Queen Nicole walked back to the crowd around Shai, disappearing as she knelt down.



I lifted my chin to Nick. He squinted in the distance at the turbulent cloud looming toward us.


The sled jostled and I steeled myself, holding onto Will and cradling his head.


Nick eyed me before turning to the two mushers who remained by us while the others busied themselves hooking up the other sled. They bowed the traditional Cristes salutation, taking their hats off when doing so. A long, red braid fell over the shorter one's shoulder.


Nick acknowledged them with a nod of his head. “Forgive my manners. I do not know your names.”


“I am Tia, and this,” the young woman said, gesturing to the tall, brawny man with the baby face at the helm of my sled, “is my brother Tannon.”


“It is our pleasure to take you to the castle, Your Highness,” Tannon said, placing his thick cap back over his cropped strawberry-blond hair.


Nick slid into his sled. “Ready when you are.”


Tia readied herself to steer. One sharp whistle and all the dogs stood at attention. The air shifted and a surge of energy rippled through each dog as, one by one, like falling dominoes, they shook their coats. A melodic tune floated above my head. I peered up as Tannon released a little wooden object from his mouth. Each lead dog turned to look at their musher, and…


BOOM!


A blast of wind hit me and curled my hair out of my face. Snow and ice pelted the ground all around us.


“They've brought cannons!” someone shouted.


After scanning the people directly around me to ensure no one had been injured, my gaze landed on Nick in the sled next to mine. I sighed with relief when I saw he was fine.


His eyes narrowed at the group huddled around Shai, many of them people I'd grown to love, before his gaze snapped to me.


Tears stung my eyes, the frigid temperature freezing the liquid on my lashes before they could slip down my cheeks. “We can't leave without them,” I pleaded.


Intensity burned behind his eyes, boring into mine before he tore his gaze away.


“Please,” I repeated.


Nick growled through a clenched jaw. “Tia, we need to move...now.”


“No!” I gasped.


“Yes, Your Highness,” Tia answered him.


The thunder ramped up, crescendoing into another loud crack that shook the air.


“Take cover!” a male voice shouted. I flung the top half of my body over Will's as the ground rumbled with the explosion.


“Now, Tannon!” Tia yelled, her voice nearly snuffed out by the crashing chunks of snow and ice. He played his tiny, wooden flute but was cut off with an abrupt grunt.


“Critosi!” Nick bellowed. The dogs followed suit, crying and howling, jostling the sled as they thrashed.


I lifted my head, but Tannon had vanished. I found him on the ground, blood streaked across a nearby chunk of ice. Tia ran over and dropped to his side, her hands frantic over his lifeless frame.


Nick hovered over her. “Is he alright?”


“He took a hit straight to the back of his head,” she faltered, removing her trembling hand, now slick with crimson.


Nick scooped Tannon up as if he were a feather and laid him on his sled.


“Your Highness, I was instructed—”


“You are the last of the fastest mushers. I cannot have you distracted whilst your brother is hurt.” Nick placed Tannon into the sled and tossed a blanket on him. “I will drive the sled following you.”


She slammed her hands onto her hips with an indignant huff at him, then drew her fingers to her lips. A shrill whistle pierced the air followed by two punctuated blasts. The other two mushers emerged from behind the nearby trees, hustling toward us. Their single sled was massive, and it took the two of them to control it, as well as the dogs.


“No offense, Your Highness, but you will not be driving any of my sleds. We planned for this.” She held out the reins of my sled to the tall man with a dark beard and curls escaping from the sides of his cap. As she walked over to the sled her brother laid on, she handed the reins to the other musher with dark skin and amber eyes.


“They are nearly here!” an archer called in the distance.


“Ready the horses!” a voice I recognized as Ohanna's replied. “Archers ready!” she bellowed from atop a large boulder of ice.


At least two dozen bodies, so well hidden they were completely concealed by the snow-covered ground, sprang up and revealed themselves. They moved so quickly, I almost didn't see them reach behind their backs and knock their shimmering white bows. Gold sparks flickered at the tip of each arrow.


“For Cristes!” Ohanna screamed.


“For Cristes!” the guard echoed.


“Let it snow, archers!”


The arrows flew at Ohanna's command. One after another, the arrows burst into the air, a hailstorm driving hard and fast toward our enemy as they rained down. The ice melted as it gained speed, and as the water hit the ground, it shot upward and froze solid. A wall of ice erected itself before directly in front of me, creating a barrier to break up the enemy lines. Tia whirled around to face Nick. “Prince Nicholas, you will need to share this sled with my brother and help ensure that he does not fall out. Jack and Alpin are our next fastest mushers. They will deliver you behind the shield safely.”


Nick pursed his lips and narrowed his gaze at Tia. “And how, pray tell, will the rest of my party be brought to safety? It appears that the remaining sled needs two mushers!” His hands landed on his hips as if his assessment were obvious.


Tia smirked. “I suggest you get into the sled, Your Highness.” The winds picked up, flicking loosened pieces from her copper braid like embers of a fire. She turned without answering him, strode right up to the double sled and its dog team, and gripped all the reins in her small hands.


I sucked in my cheeks, shocked by her boldness, suppressing my body's desire to respond with a burst of laughter. But now wasn't the time for such things.


“Oi!” Alpin, the musher of Nick's sled, tossed something toward my sled. Jack caught the flute and blew into it.


The melody that sang in the air was overwhelmed by a sudden, deep rattle in the ice wall. Nick positioned himself in the sled behind Tannon. Jack wasted no time in playing the melody again, completing it this time. The dogs immediately heaved and pulled, panting and straining for traction, until they were in a full-on sprint toward the maze of ice castles.
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Chapter 2


Drums



We’d barely been pulled a few feet when little zips and zings echoed off the newly erected ice walls. Ohanna’s eyes flashed with another order for her troops. In perfect unison, like a well-choreographed dance, the archers nocked their arrows. In a blink, tiny silver lines dotted the sky, forming a temporary constellation. The hexagonal shape unfurled and an iridescent film spread from each one, crawling across the sky and connecting them together.


KABOOM!


Dark gray wisps barreled directly into the barrier the archers had shot into the air. Little bubbles floated down from the parts of the shield where the Black Roses had breached. I tracked one as it floated lazily. Down, down, down it wafted, gaining speed as its shell began to freeze over. It emitted a soft tinkle when it crashed into the ground.


Jack blew a piercing whistle and the dogs gained speed.


More arrows shot into the air, but not fast enough. New wisps, red this time, pounded into the existing shield, some piercing through the holes. A few white horses and bodies tumbled into the air behind us. Ice exploded all around us, and I ducked my head next to Will's, protecting us both as best I could. I peered up at our musher, Jack. Blood poured down his face, seeping into his scarf.


“Jack!” I cried out.


“I'm—” His face contorted as he grunted with the effort of yanking the reins to the left, then swiftly to the right as we entered the maze of ice castles.


“Split up!” Jack yelled and Alpin obeyed, choosing a different path at the last second to run Nick and Tannon through.


Jack turned his gaze to me. “I'm fine, my lady. Do not fret. It's only a scratch. I'll live.”


“Lid,” a soft voice croaked out.


My attention snapped to Will, and I studied his face. Though bloodshot and glassy, his eyes were still the most beautiful things I'd ever seen. I made an ugly sound, something teetering between a cry and a laugh. The sight of him, conscious and calling my name... Relief washed over me, cleansing the bitter taste of fear that coated my tongue and gums. Fear that I'd been suppressing. He was OK. He would be OK.


One corner of his lip quirked. “Are we...are we sledding?” he asked.


“You can say that.” I sniffled, wiping my nose with the cuff of my shirt. He made to sit up, but I pressed my upper body hard into his, forcing him to stay down. “Oh, no you don't. You are not supposed to be moving.”


“I mean, don't get me wrong, I don't mind this position at all, but why am I not supposed to be moving?”


“Be on the ready!” Ohanna's voice bellowed from somewhere behind me, though not in my line of sight.


I pressed my lips to Will's for a quick kiss. “Don't freak out. Cover your face and try not to move your head.” Now that he was awake, he could help keep himself still. So, I placed my head next to his and tried to shield the back of my neck as much as possible. A sizzling sound crackled from above demanding my attention, but I refused to look. Tiny, warm drops tickled my hands.



KABOOM!



The Black Roses landed another successful blow. We were now far enough away from the front lines so that no huge chunks of ice hit us this time, but the cries of others still punched me directly in the gut.


“What is going on?” Will tried to sit up again.


“Don't!” I yelled. “You were knocked out. This is hardly the time to explain it all to you, but you have a head injury. I was instructed to make sure you didn't move it.”


Jack jerked the sled left, right, then right again through ice castles, and then a hard left that nearly threw me from the sled.


“Almost there, your majesties!” Jack called out. “Hang on tight, though. It's about to get bumpy!”


My eyes widened in disbelief. Had it not been bumpy already? I’d barely been hanging on as it was. Will's arms wrapped tightly around me.


“I’ve got you,” he murmured in my ear.


I picked my head up and peered over my shoulder past the dogs.


“What do you see?” Will asked.


“There are still plenty of ice castles, but they are thinning out.”


Hopefully, that means less of a chance of crashing into the solid walls around us at high speed.


“The ground does look pretty bumpy.” I conveniently left out that it reminded me of the kid-made moguls at the end of the sledding hill that gave Will those scars on his face. “But at least it's a straight shot to this gigantic wall up ahead.”


“That’s the entrance to Cristes,” Jack shouted.


There, a few hundred yards directly in front of us, the immense wall loomed. Blended colors of white, yellow, pink, and mauve shimmered in the bold sunlight, and I had to squint against its beauty.


Jack blew into the wooden whistle, a short tune of four notes. The dogs lurched forward as if they'd just been given a shot of adrenaline. There it was, the end of the maze, a straight shot of maybe half a football field.



BOOM!... KABOOM! No warning this time. Shards and blocks of ice came crashing down just in front of us, missing our lead dog by inches. The dogs quickly dodged to the left, and the right side of our sled crashed into the pile of rubble that now blocked our path out of the maze of ice.



“Critosi!” Jack bellowed. “Everyone alright?”


“Just a little dizzy,” Will answered, staring at me as I frantically searched his face and palpated his head. He grabbed my wrists. “I'm fine, promise.” He smiled, scanning me from head to toe, but then his lips turned down and his skin turned white as a snow-capped mountain.


“Oh, no. Will, are you—”


“Your leg!” Will shuddered, horrified. I followed his gaze and came to a gruesome discovery. My left leg was pinned between a slab of ice and the sled.


“Thundernation!” Jack exclaimed as he hopped down from the sled. He reached into his boot and whipped around, yielding a long dagger and some throwing knives.


“Neither of you move,” he instructed. The ground vibrated beneath the pounding of hooves. My heart rate skyrocketed. “I will try to hold them off, but you both should be prepared to use your gifts. It will hurt, considering the state you’re in, but they cannot have you, do you understand?” Jack's big body stood tall and rigid in front of us, prepared to fight.


A large horse and two soldiers came barreling around the corner, skidding to a halt.


“Oi! What happened?” I peeked around. Ohanna and her partner were there, cheeks pink from the cold. Their white stallion blew small clouds of smoke from its nose.


Jack relaxed his stance, sheathing his weapons. “Our path became blocked just as we were about to sail through it.”


“Well, what the devil you waitin' for! Keep going, there are more—”


Jack cleared his throat, interrupting Ohanna. “The princess needs our assistance first, captain.” He moved his body as Ohanna dismounted from her horse.


Ohanna's eyes flicked over me. She called over her shoulder to her partner. “Brita, all hands on deck.”



As the three of them spoke quickly, Will interrupted my eavesdropping. “How are you not writhing in pain? Why, why can't I feel your pain?” Will didn’t yet know that I’d lost all feeling from the waist down, and I sensed panic begin to seize him.




“Shhh.” I stroked his cheek with the pad of my thumb. “Don't worry. Everything is fine.”



“Everything is not fine!” Will bolted up, but quickly laid back down and closed his eyes.


“Right.” Ohanna's voice startled me, along with the three bodies standing so close to us. She continued, “Prince William, we will remove your straps and adjust them to include the princess's body. Her leg will need to be braced.” Brita propped her leg on the side of the sled with a thud and removed a white belt from her thigh. She quickly retrieved an arrow from her back, snapped off the tip, flung it over her shoulder, and handed the stick and belt to Ohanna.


Ohanna barked instructions as she removed the belts strapped to each of her thighs. “Jack, you and Brita will move the sled. When you do, I will be there to place the tourniquet and stabilize the leg.”


KABOOM!


We all flinched, but at least this time, it was farther away from us.


“Liddy, what are you not telling me?” Will asked, his hands cupping my cheeks, his pupils wide with fear.


Concern marked his face as it scrunched in earnest. The truth was, I hadn't really had time to process my injury and what the lack of feeling meant for me and my future. Hot tears stung as I tried to blink them away. Dancing was not only a passion of mine, it was a gifting. Heck, what if I never walked again?


I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out, the tightness squeezing my throat too painful to speak through. After a moment, Will seemed to understand. Fighting his own tears, he brought his hand to the back of my neck and snuggled me close.


He continued to hug me as Jack rearranged us, and I relished the closeness to Will once the strap was tightened across my upper back, securing me to the one who was my perfect match in every way.



BOOM! Snow rained down on us.



“That was too close,” Brita growled.


“Jack, Brita... on my command.”


Jack gave Ohanna a curt nod, then blew three notes into his whistle. The dogs stood at attention. He positioned himself at the side of the sled opposite the wall of debris. Brita squatted a few feet from him and gripped the bottom rail of the sled. Ohanna nodded at Jack, who obediently played another short tune.


Ohanna held her forearm up and then...the drums started.
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Chapter 3


It Sounds Like the 4th of July



“What was that?” Will asked, his heart fluttering hard enough that I could feel it against my chest.


“That would be the Black Roses,” Ohanna answered.


Thud, thud…


“We have no time to spare.” Ohanna raised her forearm again.



Doom, dum, dum... Closer this time.



Jack blew a few notes into his whistle and the dogs' ears all stood straight up, one paw off the ground, ready for their next instruction. A green light pulsed from Ohanna's armband, and Jack and Brita immediately pulled the sled toward themselves as the dogs began to pull it forward.



Da doom, da doom... Too close.



“Halt!” Ohanna yelled. She jumped into the narrow opening between the sled and debris and got to work on my leg. Judging by the expression on Will’s face, I was glad I had no sensation.


When I tore my gaze from his face, I saw that Brita was already atop the horse, facing the way we'd just come. She had an arrow nocked and ready.


Jack was at the helm of the sled, one hand grasping the whistle, the other gripping the handle and reins.


A soft grunt at the side of the sled garnered my attention. “That should do it,” Ohanna said, straightening her body to stand.


Doom...thud, thud. Da doom...thud, thud.


“Captain, we need to leave,” Brita spoke over her shoulder, the light of her armband fading in and out. But Ohanna was already running toward her horse.


KABOOM!


The ground shook. The horse reared and the dogs howled, but Ohanna remained firm.



“What is that?” Will asked, pointing to the small path in which we had traveled to get to this point. I turned my head as an inky mist slithered over the ground toward us.



No one answered. Ohanna jumped onto the horse as Brita shot an arrow into the ground, and a clear glass wall blocked off the alcove we were in from the mist. Seconds later, a man with hair as white as freshly fallen snow and eyes as dark as a starless night came into view. A sinister smile quirked his lips.


“Peek-a-boo, I've found you.” Melchior's inhuman voice grated against my ears. My blood ran cold. Clad in all black, his jacket billowing in the wind like tendrils of smoke, he was even more unearthly and horrifying in person.


Jack blew his whistle, one harsh note, and the dogs took off, the white stallion galloping close behind us. The detour only took a few moments, and then we were free from the shelter of the ice walls and dashing over the uneven ground.


Will scrunched his eyes and kept them closed with each bump that we hit. I tried to mute the bond between us, his pain so intense it seeped into me, becoming mine as well. Lying atop him, I still had my forearms pressed to each side of his head to try and stabilize it, but I moved my hands to try and offer some cushion. When his mouth twisted and small beads of sweat formed on his brow, I knew the pain the jostling caused him had become too much.


BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


Explosions rocked the ground all around us as Jack deftly evaded each blast. Meanwhile, Brita knelt with her back to Ohanna as she loosed arrow after arrow at our enemies.


We were halfway to the entrance now. I scanned the edge of the ice castles, noticing the multitude of exits.


What I saw next had my heart sinking to my stomach.


Hundreds of people strode out from the maze of ice castles, walking in perfect sync with each other, as if all controlled by a puppet master. They were all clothed in black from head to toe, the tails of their scarves billowing in the wind. They carried black metal shields half their height in length. Each step they took resounded with a drum beat, in perfect rhythm with each other, their black leather fists pounding onto their armor.


I couldn't make sense of their movements. Though they appeared to be casually walking, they were gaining on us fast. I stared harder, trying to make sense of it. My view of them glitched as they partially faded out and back in. Each time they did this, they gained double the ground.


Hundreds of red-tipped arrows sprang up from behind the first line, swirling with intent like a murmuration of blackbirds and heading straight for us.


“Thundernation!” Brita yelled as she launched at least twenty arrows, one after the other, her arm but a blur of motion.


KABOOM!


Brita managed to shield us from the worst of the attack, but we were not out of the woods yet. Tendrils of black smoke raced toward us from every possible direction. The drumming of the incoming army grew louder and louder, the tempo increasing.


Ohanna rode alongside us. “We need to go faster! We cannot lose the prince!”


“I have an idea, but we are too far from the wall yet!” Jack yelled back at her.


I angled my neck upward to peer at the wall, about a hundred yards away. Tia and the rest of our party were already disappearing into the metal gate.


“Can't you call for backup with that band thing?” Jack motioned to his forearm, where the previously glowing band lay dormant and white.


“I'm nearly out of arrows!” Brita called over her shoulder.


Ohanna bit down on her lower lip and held up her wrist. Colorful sparks of pink and green, like fireworks, shot high into the sky.


Peering down at Will, his face was smooth, and I realized he was no longer conscious. I wouldn't let fear take hold just yet. I placed my cheek in front of his mouth and sighed with relief when his hot breath caressed my skin in slow, even breaths.


BOOM-DA-BOOM-BOOM... 



BOOM-DA-BOOM-BOOM... 



The Black Roses were only a few yards away from us now. The hairs on my arms stood on end as vibrations of the army's movement sang through the metal sled.


“I'm out!” Brita yelled.


“Jack, it's time!” Ohanna yelled.


“No! Not yet. We are not close enough!” he responded.


“We are too far out for the wall to help us...don't you get it? Help is not—”


A horn, deep and impressive, blew one long note. I didn't know what it meant. Was it a warning from Melchior that we should surrender? A celebration that they were close to capturing us?


Brita and Ohanna unleashed a war cry and pumped their fists in the air, their eyes bright green as they stared straight ahead.


I peeked over my shoulder and felt a whoosh of relief at the sight of the troops of Cristes, clad in white and silver, barreling out of the gate. Nearly ten groups of around five bodies each strained to get the colossal gray towers they were pushing to gain momentum on its wheels. Eventually, the Archers lined the top of the wall as far as I could see, their bows glinting like a chain link necklace: perfectly spaced, all working together as one unit.


The forms of the towers sharpened into recognizable weapons as the troops rolled them closer—catapults and cannons. I returned my gaze down to Will. He was still out.


“We need to create more distance between us and the Black Roses,” Ohanna yelled to Jack as we continued to race over the dimpled land that jostled aggressively.


“We can't run the horse any harder or she'll be finished,” Brita remarked.


I lifted my head. “Don't you guys have some gifting that can supercharge you?” I asked, recalling the memory Nick shared of the time he saved Mara. His company, bathed in the light of blue gifting, whisked her away from her cottage and would-be captor, Melchior.



KABOOM!



Jack and Ohanna both swerved in unison with accurate precision.


“That was close,” he grunted.


“Supercharge?” Ohanna cocked her brow.


“Yeah, you know. All the soldiers glow and move at sonic speed.”


“No, we do not all have that gifting. In fact, very few of us do.” She smirked. “You must be thinking of Prince Nicholas's ability. Unfortunately, he is not with us.”


Ohanna and Brita's armbands pulsed, three times...two times…


“Brace yourselves,” Brita yelled.



With what? I thought to myself. I literally could not move, even if I wanted to.



A sea of arrows hailed from the top of the outer ward, veiling us in shadow as they sailed past. They all buried themselves into the earth at the same exact time. The sound of a large crack rang out and echoed off the far mountain. Gold threads linked the ends of the arrows before knitting the spaces between and above them.



I gasped at the sight of the sparkling net. Clever.



“That will not hold them for long. We need to make the most of it,” Ohanna urged.


A familiar roar, one of a starving hunter whose prey evaded their grasp, pierced the air and my gut. As the soldiers dressed in black hit the net, parts of them sizzled, the sounds crackling through the air.


“Ohanna, get your horse as close to the dogs as possible. It's time!” Jack yelled.


Ohanna’s heels tapped the sides of the horse and within seconds, the white stallion was panting heavily, matching the last dog stride for stride. Jack blew into his whistle, a three-note melody, and the dogs yipped in response and increased their speed, suddenly glowing amber. Though not the sonic speed Nick’s gifting offered, it was still impressive.


We moved so fast, it didn't feel real. Almost as if time around us had stopped, yet we were still moving. I had no idea how long this rush would last, but my nerves calmed the closer we came to the giant barrier wall. It almost appeared to be made from sand, but no...that couldn't be. A structure made of sand would not be very dependable.



Snip...snip...snip.



We all turned our attention to the golden net. Its fragments floated, momentarily carried by the wind before completely disappearing.


I saw the color drain from Brita's face before I registered the shift, and suddenly, we were no longer moving at warp speed. We were not moving forward at all. Instead, we were being dragged backward. Ohanna and Brita weren’t affected as they continued on without us, though if their shouts were any indication, they definitely protested their inability to stop and turn around.


The dogs fought hard to heed their musher's command. The lead dog took the leash in his mouth, attempting to pull the sled and his comrades in the direction of safety. Ohanna flung herself from her horse, rolling as she hit the ground. She sprinted for us, but we were hurtling out of control toward Melchior and his band of evil mercenaries. Melchior struck a formidable presence at the front and center of his army, a wicked grin on his face as he pulled us in on his invisible rope. Bile stung my throat as I was reminded of the saccharine grin Mara wore as she reeled me in during one of my tortured dreams.


Seconds felt like minutes. All the while the space between us and the Black Roses that Jack had worked the dogs so hard to make grew smaller and smaller. There was no way the Cristes army would be able to use the catapults or cannons because we would soon be too close. We would be in the line of fire and Melchior knew it.


The Cristes army scrambled to help. Ohanna's face was nearly purple, but still she pressed on, pumping her arms and legs to their limit, never giving up trying to reach us. Brita had made it to one of the cannon groups, where she retrieved the arrows she was now sending at Melchior's army. In fact, all archers lined on the wall were sending the arrows of their own volition. Jack's brows were pinched together, sweat beading down his forehead. Everywhere I looked, chaos greeted me.


The familiar panic that my mother so often helped me settle upon waking from one of Mara's nightmares began to bubble.


Now is not the time, brain! Get a hold of yourself!


I glanced down at Will, who was still sound asleep. My choices were panic or ignorance, basking in his presence during the final minutes of my life. I closed my eyes, closed them against the destruction and pain that was sure to follow, finding solace that Will would not feel a thing.


Mists of colors swirled around me, different melodies accompanying different colors. Some colors harmonized with others when they came in close contact.


Well, this is new.


Normally, I’d have to desire my gifting to manifest. But here, amongst the chaos, it took charge on its own.


I wonder what would happen if I plucked two different colored droplets at the same time?


I extracted a drop of orange and blue from the mists surrounding me and placed them at my heart without further hesitation.


For a brief moment, my legs tingled, as did my arms, though the sensation in my arms was a hundred times more intense. I bore down against the strong cramping in my stomach, but the pain grew too severe and I was forced to release the giftings. I held my palms out and opened my eyes, but nothing happened.


The drums started again and my arms vibrated so hard with intense power that I thought they'd fall off. I opened my mouth to scream! Instead, I started singing a soft melody with a familiar chorus. The volume of my voice filled the expansive field of ice. I stared into Melchior's black eyes, directing the song to him and his minions.


The corner of his lip quirked and then fell. His brows pinched together in confusion, and he stumbled back as he shook his head, appearing drunk. He turned his head to the right and left down the line of his warriors. They too were stumbling, some already flat on their backs against the frozen ground.


“NOOO!” Melchior roared and slapped his hands over his ears.


I didn't know what was happening, but my body sure did. My hands went to Will's chest and pushed up as my chest pressed forward and head arched back. In the cobra position, my voice rang from me, thunderous and demanding, a command over Melchior’s body. He stumbled to his knees as the notes hit him, and he dropped his rope.


The sled jerked forward like a slingshot, straight at Ohanna. With the agility of a cat, she jumped out of the way, snatched Jack's belt, and landed on her feet behind him. Loud cheering emanated from the great wall protecting Cristes.


A hand brushed my cheek. “You sang.” Will smiled at me, and a drop of joy entered my nervous system at knowing he was awake.


“I... I guess I did. You OK?”


“Better than OK. I could listen to you sing for the rest of my life.”


I rolled my eyes. “You're silly.”


His palm slid behind my neck and pulled me in for a kiss. It lasted but a moment because the wretched ground shook and jerked our sleigh around.


When we broke apart, we’d covered enough distance to separate us and the Black Roses. The catapults launched what looked like large seeds, and the cannons fired right after. When the cannon balls hit their marks, the seeds exploded, and out came a substance that reminded me of yards and yards of tulle. It hovered and then shimmered as it moved in the air. A shape began to form and eventually presented as giant-sized knights waiting for a challenge.


The cannon and catapult teams hastened back through the lofty gate that glinted in the sun. We were almost there! A final roar blared from behind us, Melchior's warning that promised us this was far from over.


Jack and his team of dogs led us through the gates of Cristes, where Nick and his parents stood waiting for us, relief etching their faces. “Welcome home, Your Majesties.”



A sob escaped from me. We made it.
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Chapter 4


It's All Too Much



The gates slammed shut behind us as our sled stopped at the feet of the king and queen of Cristes. The queen didn’t seem to have a hair out of place, odd since she’d just dashed to safety herself. Though all around us was chaos, I imagine I stared at these rulers of Cristes with all the reverence of a groupie meeting their favorite celebrity. I found I couldn’t muster up embarrassment for myself at this point.


Guards were changing shifts across the top of the wall. Others were securing the door with both thick bars and impressive giftings.


Queen Nicole walked to the side of our sled and bent over us. “You're awake,” she commented, smiling down at Will.



He peered at me, and a vague question flitted through my mind. I nuzzled into his neck and answered him, “Queen Nicole... Nick's mom.”



“I am,” Will answered her. “It is nice to finally meet you.” He nodded his head in respect. “Where is everyone else?” he asked, turning his attention to Nick.


Nick's face turned ashen. I didn't need my gifting to tell me how my boyfriend responded to that. His heart fluttering against my chest was more than enough.


Will attempted to sit up, but he couldn't get far. Not with me tied to him and the both of us strapped to the body of the sled. Not to mention, a wave of dizziness hit me, alerting me that his condition was worse than he let on. He gently laid his head back down.


Before Will could interrogate Nick any further, Jack gave Queen Nicole and King Klaus the Cristes salute. “Permission to speak with you in private?” he asked.


“Of course, good lad,” the king answered, opening his arm to usher his wife, Nick, and Jack over to the side.


I observed them as they all leaned into each other. Occasionally their attention flitted to me, their expressions unreadable, and my gut didn't like it.


The back of Will's hand brushed my cheek. “What is it, beautiful?”


“I wish I knew.” I laid my head down in the crook of Will's neck. My upper back and shoulders ached from having held myself up for so long.


“They're coming back,” Will whispered. I responded by snuggling in closer. Something told me I wasn't going to like what they had to say.


Someone cleared their throat and I reluctantly turned my attention to them.


“Lydia, I understand you have faced some extensive injuries. We have some of the best healers this side of the realms.” The king glanced to his wife before continuing. “We are awaiting another sled and will transfer you to that one and take you there.”


“And what about Will?” I asked. “I mean, he was injured too.”


“Of course,” the queen responded. “He will see a healer as well. But you will not be seeing the same one. They do have their specialties.”


Something felt off, but before I was able to answer, Will spoke. “I am not leaving Liddy. I can wait.”



Nick shook his head, wearing an I-told-you-so grin. “As I said, Mother...”



She narrowed her gaze at him but then schooled her features. “Of course. Would you like your own sled, Lydia? It would be more comfortable for you.”


Will tightened his grip on me. He didn’t have to say anything. I knew he was asking me to stay. I shook my head, answering the queen without meeting her gaze.


“Very well, then. Jack, please direct your sled team to the healing sanctum.” He bowed at the queen's order and took his post at the back of the sled.


“We shall travel at a leisurely pace this time. You need not worry about his head so much,” Jack whispered down to me.


“How long will it take?” I asked.


“Less than ten minutes. It will be a great opportunity for you to see our capital, the heart of Cristes, Noorjove.”



There was a shift here my gifting refused to ignore. Nick, the queen, the king, and Jack...they all projected a strangled thought like a flag waving wildly in the winds of a hurricane. I briefly wondered if Will sensed it too. Though I wanted to scream, Tell us what is going on! I didn't. I figured I would ask them a short time later. For now, I wanted to see what the capital of Cristes looked like.



At first, we followed the great wall as we traveled. The pink, sandy color and texture were unique and unlike anything I’d seen before.


“Coquina,” the king said, smiling at me as he walked alongside our sled.


“I’m sorry?” I asked, not quite sure I’d heard him correctly.


“The material of the wall. You appear to have taken an interest. This wall surrounds a majority of the capital and a few neighboring cities. There is a little ice and gifting mixed in there as well, but a majority is Coquina.”


“It looks like a bunch of shells squished together,” Will commented.


“Very astute.” The king touched the tip of his nose. “Although you cannot see it now, under all this ice and snow is a tropical paradise with vast oceans. Coquina was exceptionally abundant here and we had to cultivate it in sizable quantities when we first noticed the temperatures significantly dropping.” The king placed his hand on the wall.


I marveled at how much time and effort that must have taken to build the curtain wall. It had to be at least thirty feet tall and ten feet deep.


“Shells may seem fragile, but I promise you. These minerals are harder and stronger than any rock,” the queen added.


Nick followed alongside the sled opposite his parents. My eyes traveled over him as he took this all in. How different Cristes must appear to him since the last time he was truly here, he was a young adult. How weird it must be to appear almost as old as your parents.


We veered right, and the crowded area around the gates began to decongest. This area did not resemble the Cristes in Nick's memories. Before, it was a bustling city center with parks, restaurants, and apartment buildings.


But now? Igloos and glass huts littered the entire landscape, some larger than others, and much of the aforementioned buildings were left dark, frozen in time. We ambled in solitude, and I appreciated the quiet, the only sounds from the sled slicing across ice and snow.


Jack broke the silence. “Just at the top of the hill.” He pointed to a building the size of at least three of my high schools, painted light pink. “Only about another five minutes.”


I craned my neck to peer at the building and returned my attention to Will, whose gaze was pinned on me.


“Would you like help holding your head to see?” I asked. He smirked, kissed me softly on my lips, and carefully nodded. I shifted my body to the left a little and cradled his head in my forearms, using the remaining strength I had to lift it.


“Why do I suddenly feel like a kid again entering camp?” Will joked, taking in the sight of all the small cabins dotting our path.


“Yeah, if that camp were held in Antarctica,” I retorted and Will laughed.


“Seriously though, are you confident we are not in a remote Alaskan village?”


The king cocked an eyebrow at us and I almost giggled at how much Nick resembled his dad in that moment. “I don't know what Alaskan means, but we had little time to design and implement ways to survive our new climate.”


“Alaska is a gorgeous state from Mortalia,” I explained, my cheeks heating.


“We meant no offense. This is all just very different from what we were shown,” Will explained.


“None taken. Your comments merely allow me to share some of our history. As I was saying, many citizens had to leave their homes to be closer to the castle.” He gestured over his shoulder, and in the center of everything was indeed a castle. He returned his attention to the tiny homes in front of us. “Every home has a greenhouse where crops are grown. The castle grounds also grow some crops, and we have been somewhat successful in growing Christmas roses inside, thanks in large part to Nicholas's yearly deliveries.” The king's eyes glistened with pride.


Nick gave his dad a tight-lipped smile and dropped his gaze, his cheeks flushed a deep pink.


“I do wish we were able to cultivate them on a grand enough scale necessary to wield enough power to fix all of this.” The king gestured around him, indicating the climate and war outside the walls. “But alas, these roses do seem to only want to flourish in the soils of Mortalia.”


The dogs grew more eager as we got closer to the healing sanctum. A new melody played from Jack's flute, and they begrudgingly slowed their pace again.


“Their barn is close to the sanctum. They get a little excited at the prospect of food, water, and rest,” Jack offered.


“Who wouldn't?” I mumbled. Apparently, Will found this funny, laughing so hard he almost bounced me off the sled. I couldn't help but join in.


But our laughter ceased when the navy blue double doors burst open, Lana bolting through them. She didn't go far beyond the doors before she keeled over, her hands on her knees to steady her as she struggled for breath. Pain swallowed me, and I was dumped into an abyss of hopelessness.


“Mom?”


Her head popped up, her eyes glowing such a brilliant green, even her tears looked green. She locked them on Will.


“Mom, what's wrong?” Will tried to move, but for obvious reasons, he couldn't.


“Lana!” Brantley barreled through the doors after his wife. “It's not...” His voice trailed off as he took in the scene before him. Then he ran over to me and Will, flung himself on his knees, and wrapped us in a tight embrace. Relief flooded through me, and I knew Mr. Jamison was more than happy to know his son was alive and well, considering the last time he saw Will, he was unconscious.


“Thank Eira you're alright!” he said, withdrawing to examine his son more closely.


Seeming to have composed herself, Lana walked over to the both of us. She bent at the waist and caressed Will's face before kissing his forehead.


“Mom, what's wrong?” He inhaled sharply as if he'd just realized what he hadn't seen. More like, who he hadn't seen. “Where's Uncle Shai?”


Lana dropped to her knees and grabbed Will's hand. She opened and closed her mouth a few times, and I sympathized with how difficult this would be for her. Shai was her brother. This was the man Will had lived with for the past year.


More than that, I had seen Shai. I’d seen his broken body, crushed from the force of the fall, soaked in blood. So much blood. He'd sacrificed himself to save Will. This was something I couldn't stomach telling my boyfriend. At least not yet, not while he had healing to do. And I think his mom reckoned the same as I watched her pick over her words.


“He's with the healers now. Which is where the two of you need to be.” She gave Will one last kiss on the forehead, kissed the top of my head, and stood.


Two Watchers exited the doors, each pushing beds that resembled gurneys—if gurneys were super fluffy and made of a mixture of woods and metals. The queen trailed behind them, though I hadn’t seen her go inside.


“Lydia, correct?” A female watcher with a warm face and a streak of pink through her brown hair stooped down to address me.


“Yes, that's me.”


“It is my pleasure to meet your acquaintance. I am Healer Ruth and this is Healer Leo. We understand you have a spinal injury, and as I have done a quick assessment, a leg injury as well.”


An assessment? She’d barely glanced at me for all of ten seconds.


“Before we move you, I need to ensure that we do not further distress your injury.” She spoke as she walked around the sled, studying our positions. I felt so silly, lying on top of Will, literally strapped to him and the sled, as she scrutinized us from every angle.


Leo joined her. He had dark hair that glinted navy in the sunlight. He stood tall and lean, quite a few inches taller than Will or King Klaus, though not as broad. “Moving you will be extremely difficult. But I believe I have a plan of execution. Do I have your permission to use my gifting on you?”


That was the first time this question had ever been asked of me. A nibbling of panic nipped at my chest, wanting in, but I shut it out. “I'm sorry. I don't know how to respond to that.”


“Will it hurt her?” Will's voice had an edge to it, a protectiveness coating his words.


His tone was not lost on Leo. “It is customary, Your Highness, to ask permission to use a gifting on a patient in order to treat them after initial assessments.”


“Yes, you have my permission,” I answered Leo without further hesitation.


Ruth stepped forward. “And do I have your permission?” she asked. I nodded. “Thank you. Now, Leo and I will weave our gifting together. You may experience some sensations as it settles on you, but it should not be too uncomfortable. Think of it as a tight cast around your entire body.”


Leo walked on the opposite side of the sled as Ruth raised her hands. “If this becomes uncomfortable for any reason, please let us know. We need to immobilize you in order to move you safely.” Without warning, his hands began to move and glow in tandem with Ruth's.


Warmth started in my hands, spreading throughout the top half of my body, and I imagined it flowing through my lower half. It was so dang cold out here, but being close to Will helped keep much of the chill away. I shivered with pleasure as the sensation crawled up my neck. But the warmth turned to a feeling of stiffness. Unexpectedly, feelings of claustrophobia enveloped me, rapid and strong. My eyes widened as air seemed to elude me, becoming harder and harder to breathe.


Will stroked my cheek. “Hey, look at me.”


I tried blinking away the rising panic. “I-I can't move,” I stammered, the words catching in my throat. I didn’t want anyone to overhear and think I was a coward.


“I am right here with you. You are safe. Breathe, Liddy. They are helping you. Just breathe.” I glimpsed Will's face, full of love, and I followed his lead, watching him take long and deep breaths through his nose and slowly letting the air out of his mouth. A small hug seemed to wrap its way around all my vital organs and I calmed, knowing Will had sent that through our bond.



“Thank you,” I whispered. “When we get out of here, I am going to kiss you so hard.”



Will busted out a laugh.


“Your Highness! Please do not move her,” Ruth shouted. “And for that matter, you should not be moving either.”


Will bit back his bottom lip.


“So. Hard,” I repeated in a whisper.


“You're killing me, Smalls,” he responded.


More Watchers I didn't recognize circled around our sled. Soon, I was lifted off of Will and placed on the gurney. They positioned me on my back and I released a long sigh, my muscles uncoiling with relief at no longer having to hold myself up nor secure Will's head. My body relaxed so much I felt as if I were floating. Fatigue washed over me and I started to drift off.


“Stay with us, Lydia,” Ruth commanded.


“What's happening?” Will asked, his voice strained with concern. I didn't know why he sounded like that; I was finally at peace. Surely he could feel that through our bond. “Whoa...” Will's eyes rolled, and he plopped back into the sled.


“Bring the prince over here please. Now!” Leo ordered two of the Watchers, who got Will onto a gurney, sidling our beds up against each other. “Thank you. Connect their hands, please.” They did as instructed, and I immediately became alert, as did Will, who sighed with contentment.


Ruth and Leo exchanged worried glances and ushered us inside the facility.


“What is it?” Lana was not playing around, her words clipped and final as she marched after us.


Leo stopped and faced her. “Their injuries are more extensive than we were led to believe.”


“As if we would try to sugarcoat things, healer,” Lana sneered.


Ruth held her hands up and everyone halted. “I am not saying you were lying. I am saying their matching, the power they generate in each other's company, has masked our readings. We have never encountered—”


Leo huffed, throwing niceties out the window. “Lana, you are going to need to step aside and let us do our work. We must act quickly...for both their sakes.”


To my dismay, Lana's bottom lip quivered. Brantley walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. She turned and buried her face in his chest.


“Team, we move fast, to bay three. Now!”


There was a whirlwind of activity after Ruth's order. With our beds side by side, Will and I were rushed down the shiny wood floors through the healing sanctum. My head lolled to the side and I witnessed Ruth jump onto Will’s gurney and straddle him. Her head moved up and down robotically, her eyes igniting as she scanned him.


“What's happening?” I asked, yawning till the cows came home.


“Doing a more thorough scan of your injuries… Critosi!” Leo swore, and then his heavy weight landed on either side of me.


“Oh, no you don't!” His large, warm hands pressed on either side of my cheeks. “Stay awake, Lydia!”
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Chapter 5


Just a Kiss?



One after the other, our beds were swung into a room, and I barely registered Leo jumping down from my bed. Voices spoke in hushed tones, though they didn’t need to whisper. They spoke too fast and were far enough away that I couldn’t make sense of their words, anyway.


A surge of energy jolted up my arm, and all the tiredness left my body. A young woman finished tying off the white silk strip of fabric around mine and Will's hands. Our beds had been shoved back together with the bars on the connecting side down and out of the way.


Will scrunched his nose at our hands. “I must say, I preferred our previous arrangement.”



My cheeks heated. “Will,” I chastised, “people are right here.” His shoulders popped up and down as if to say, I don't care what they think.



We were silent as the Watchers took our vitals. There were few differences between hospitals in Mortalia and this healing sanctum; they used familiar objects like stethoscopes to listen to our heartbeats and cuffs that squeezed our arms, although Ruth and Leo had no use for these gadgets.


“I would have loved a room like this,” I commented absently. “A natural stone fireplace and bamboo flooring are so much better than puke green walls and yellowed tiles.”


Will's jaw twitched, and I knew the images of me broken and battered in a cold hospital room after Winter Formal resurfaced in his memory. I gave his hand a little squeeze to bring him back to the here and now with me.


He returned it, and a smile played on his lips. “Really? I thought you loved green.”


I giggled. “Eh, maybe not anymore?”


Will’s face morphed into feigned horror, and I laughed some more. “You know I love any shade of green when it’s on you.”


Ruth and Leo both eyed us and their charts once more before stepping outside to greet Will's parents, the queen and king, and Nick, who were all waiting in full view outside the glass wall. My heart registered missing faces before my brain did. My chest tightened with the reminder that my own family and friends were not here. It hadn't even been forty-eight hours since Nick brought me to my house to say goodbye to them and then take their memories of me. It was better that they never knew I existed. I missed them something fierce and absently rubbed at the burning ache in my chest.


“What's wrong, Princess?” Will asked.


“It's nothing,” I responded, turning away to blink back the tears that threatened to fall.


“Even if we did not have this connection where I could literally feel some percentage of what you do, actions don’t lie,” he said, arching his brow at my hand that rubbed circles over my chest.


I stilled my hand, pursed my lips, and let out a sigh. I opened my mouth, but movement caught the corner of my eye, and I turned my head.


King Klaus stood stock still, his arms crossed over his chest. Gone was the jovial face I'd just met. The queen’s head drooped as she massaged her temples in slow circles. Lana's arms were expressive as she spoke with the healers, Brantley holding her across the waist as if he were holding her back. Lana's arms fell and so did her energy, as if what Leo told her stole the wind from her sails.


Nick caught me staring and pinched the bridge of his nose. He snuck away from the group and entered our room.


“Things seem intense out in the hall. What do we need to know?” Will asked, his grip on my hand tight as he sent calming waves through me.


Nick knew better than to lie to us at this point, but he still hesitated.


“It is not always easy to hear the things you share with us, but I have always appreciated your honesty,” I said, even though his delivery was usually never softened.


His gaze connected with mine and quickly flitted to Will before finding the floor. Did he just blink back tears? Nick walked to the foot of Will's bed and cleared his throat. “Will, you have a small skull fracture, a concussion, and some bone contusions. You will need to take it easy for maybe a week, avoiding anything that could result in a possible head injury for another few weeks after that, but you should make a full recovery.”


“Well, that's good news,” I said, smiling at Will. But he and Nick did not return the gesture.


“And what is the bad news?” Will ground out.



“That is the bad news, right?” I asked, confused. “I mean, who leads with the good news first? You always lead with the bad.”



Nick's coloring paled, and nerves threatened to twist my brain into a painful migraine.


“Say it,” Will encouraged, channeling larger calming waves.


“Lydia, your spine injury is substantially more severe. Leo was able to scan you more clearly, but he was unable to determine if your injury was complete or near complete. There is too much inflammation to ascertain how many neural pathways were left intact.”


“Near complete? Neural pathways?” I blinked. “Can you tell me what that all means like I'm five?”


Nick leveled me with glistening eyes, but his jaw twisted as if he were biting back words that would betray his innermost thoughts.


“Neural pathways are the connections between your brain and spine. In a near-complete injury, the healers assess those connections with the areas below the level of injury to see what is and what is not damaged. Leo sensed that not all pathways were destroyed, thus only a near-complete severing of your nerves. He knows at this point that there is a lot of swelling, impeding his total view. But he hypothesizes you have less than a ten percent chance of walking again...if they can save your leg.”
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