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Chapter 1

Alexia

In less than an hour, I'll crack open an eight-year-old boy's chest and stop his heart. The thought sends a familiar chill down my spine — different from the December frost biting at my cheeks as I hurry through the New York streets toward the hospital.

Glass doors whoosh as I stride through the rotating entrance, my mind already fixed on Kai Chen's face. His shy smile during pre-op haunts me, along with his parents' trembling hands as they signed consent forms without reading a word. I inhale deeply, mentally walking through each surgical step while my fingers find my lucky pen — another irrational habit that's stubbornly survived years of scientific training.

“Morning, Dr. Winters,” one of the surgical nurses calls out as I enter the OR.

I manage a curt nod. Small talk is just noise right now, as annoying as the Christmas carol Dr. Rodriguez hums when I'm about to make my first incision.

“Can you shut up? They pay you to keep patients sedated and monitor vitals, not butcher holiday tunes,” I snap.

Miguel clasps his hands in mock prayer. Outside this room, he might be the closest thing I have to a friend, but he knows I need silence to work. I'll never understand how other surgeons operate to music, especially Dr. Arya Kumari with her blasting heavy metal.

The steady beep of monitors centers me as we crack through the sternum, exposing the heart for better access. My hands steady, my breath even.

“Mom's making her famous tamales for Christmas Eve,” Miguel whispers to one of the nurses.

“Just shut up! Suction here,” I command.

Someone sighs. I can picture the eye-rolls, the shrugs, maybe even the younger surgeons mocking me behind their masks. Wouldn't be the first time.

“Vitals?” I ask, eyes locked on my suture.

“All stable. BP 110/70, heart rate 75. Oxygen sat 98%.”

“Need more gauze, Dr. Winters?”

“Yes, two more. We'll irrigate the area,” I respond mechanically.

When I tie off the final suture, my satisfaction remains clinical and distant. Another successful surgery. Another life saved. It's what I went to med school for. It's my job. Unlike Dr. Kumari, I don't feel compelled to drag my team out for celebratory beers.

***

Four-thirty PM, and these hospital corridors feel like a gauntlet. I'm trying to reach Holly Thomson in 305, but in this damn place, you can't walk ten feet without someone ambushing you with pointless questions.

“Alexia, can I put you down for the Christmas dinner this year?” Dr. Jackie Stone practically jogs behind me, her shoes squeaking against the polished floor.

“No.”

“Everyone's coming! We're raising money for the sick children's presents and-”

“I said no,” I cut her off, my voice sharper than intended, but this woman never takes a hint.

I reach room 305 before Stone can utter another word. Holly sits cross-legged on her bed, her blonde hair a wild mess, her skin a shade paler than yesterday, spinning tales about Christmas elves to her mother.

“Dr. Winters!” Her endless smile lights up the room, showing off her fresh gap where a tooth fell out yesterday.

“How are you feeling today, Holly?”

“Have you seen the Christmas elves at Watson Memorial? Dr. Arya Kumari says they show up on Christmas Eve with presents for all the sick kids.”

“Dr. Kumari says a lot of things,” I mutter while checking her vitals.

“She says they've got so much magic they help doctors heal kids on Christmas.”

“Take a deep breath and stop talking,” I press my stethoscope to her chest.

Her heartbeats grow fainter, the murmur more pronounced. She's fading, though she doesn't know it.

“When I'm better, Selene's gonna let me fly her helicopter over Manhattan. I'll be a helicopter pilot like her and-”

“What did I say about not talking?”

The subsequent echocardiogram confirms my fears. Her heart's failing faster than anticipated. Our transplant window shrinks by the hour.

“Mrs. Thomson, could I speak with you outside?” I gesture toward the door while Holly makes helicopter sounds, flying her toy through the air.

Vivian Thomson recognizes that tone — the one all parents of sick children learn to dread. Fear clouds her eyes as she waits for words she knows won't bring comfort.

I sigh, double-checking numbers I wish weren't true.

“Her BNP levels have doubled since last week,” I lower my voice. “It's a hormone the heart releases under excessive strain, suggesting rapid deterioration. The left ventricular dysfunction has worsened, too.”

“That's bad, isn't it?” Her voice trembles.

“I'm updating her transplant status to priority. She needs a new heart within days. Otherwise…”

I pause, watching pain contort her features. She bites her index finger, tears streaming down her face. Through the door, Holly continues playing with her plastic helicopter.

“But… it's Christmas. She's so excited about the holidays-”

“Her illness doesn't care if it's Christmas or summer, Mrs. Thomson. We'll find that heart, don't worry,” I squeeze her arm awkwardly, attempting comfort.

Back in my office, I update Holly's transplant status. She requires absolute priority, or she won't see New Year's. A child's laughter echoes down the hall — that helicopter pilot telling more impossible stories.

I shake my head, close my eyes. For a moment, another little girl appears. Different bed, different hospital. Different time. Laura's laughter rang out until the very end too.

Passing the nurses' station, hushed whispers trail me like shadows.

“Who's stuck with the Ice Queen for Christmas and New Year's Eve shifts this year?” the head nurse asks.

“She's taking both again?”

“Like every year. No surprise there. Not like she has a life,” a third nurse adds.

They either think I can't hear them or don't care if I do.

In my office, Holly's priority status confirmed on screen, I sink into my leather chair.

My eyes drift to the sole photograph on my meticulously organized desk.

Two eleven-year-old girls smile through time. Flour dusts their faces as they point to freshly baked cookies. Christmas lights twinkle in the background. My fingers trace the glass, brush Laura's curls, wild around her face, covering her left eye. We knew true happiness that day. The last Christmas I spent at her house before everything changed forever.

The photo's turning yellow after twenty-four years, but the memory stays crisp.

That night, curled up in Laura's bed, we whispered our future dreams in the dark.

“We'll be doctors together. The best doctors,” Laura declared, moonlight glinting off her braces. “We'll cure every disease and throw huge Christmas parties.”

Three months later, her health problems started. Six months passed before her first hospital admission. The following December twenty-third, I held my best friend's hand while she tried to smile, and I promised to become the kind of doctor who could save her.

She died two days later.

Maybe I did become that doctor. One who might have saved her with today's medical advances.

As for Christmas parties... I never found the strength to fulfill that promise.


Chapter 2

Selene

The December air slices through my helicopter like a frozen blade as I approach Watson Memorial Hospital. Manhattan's skyline glitters against the steel-gray sky, a perfect backdrop for what should be just another Tuesday transport. But the donor kidney nestled in its isothermal container feels more like the beginning of a fairy tale – a second chance at life for a child who desperately needs one.

I touch down on the helipad with practiced precision and kill the engines. The transplant coordinators rush toward me, their white coats flapping in the rotor wash. Every second matters in this race against time.

A quick glance at my watch brings a smile to my face. With over two hours until my next pickup, I can spend some time with the kids, helping them forget – even briefly – about the sterile walls that contain their world.

There's one particular seven-year-old who's probably pressed against her window right now, searching the sky for my helicopter. Holly Thompson's room has become my favorite stop at Watson Memorial. I promised her that once she gets better, I'd take her flying over Manhattan. God, I hope I get to keep that promise.

“Did you fight any dragons today?” she squeals as I enter her room. She's perched on her bed, the toy helicopter I gave her two weeks ago clutched in her tiny hands. Her skin looks paler than usual, almost translucent under the harsh hospital lighting.

“No dragons in Manhattan today, but you won't believe what I saw – a flock of giant pigeons over Central Park,” I say, settling beside her.

“Giant pigeons?”

“Huge ones,” I gesture wildly, watching her eyes grow wide.

“Maybe they ate something radioactive,” Holly suggests, her imagination sparking.

I smile, catching Dr. Alexia Winters from the corner of my eye. She's standing by the door, pretending to review a chart, but I know she's listening. As always, her lab coat is pristine, her dark hair pulled back in a severe ponytail that somehow makes her look both intimidating and irresistible.

I embellish the story, each detail more outrageous than the last, earning delighted giggles from Holly.

“I had to dodge them because I was carrying something super important to the hospital. Then their leader – he had this mohawk, you see – started throwing sticks at my windshield and—”

“What did you do?” Holly interrupts, completely enthralled.

“I remembered an old pilot's trick. See, pigeons – even giant ones – can't resist donuts. Lucky for me, I had some left over from breakfast. Tossed them right out, and those birds dove after them like rockets.”

“Good thing you had extras!” Holly sighs dramatically, pressing her hands to her chest.

Dr. Winters makes a sound that could be either derision or amusement. Her face remains unreadable, but something in her eyes softens.

“Will you teach me to fly? When I'm better?” Holly asks eagerly.

“You know I pinky-promised, and I never break those,” I say, linking my little finger with hers. “Those are sacred.”

“Tell me about when you were in the army! About rescuing people in the mountains!”

“Want to know something? The bravest people I met weren't the soldiers – they were kids in the war zone hospitals. Just like you, miss. You're one of the bravest people I've ever known,” I tell her with a wink.

Holly's face lights up, and I swear I catch the ghost of a smile on Dr. Winters' lips. That's about as rare as a unicorn sighting.

“I wish I could have a Christmas tree in here,” Holly sighs, trailing her fingers along the wall. “Mom says we can't 'cause of germs or something.”

“Bet we can figure something out to decorate. I'll talk to Dr. Kumari. We'll come up with something awesome!”

“Have you seen the Christmas elves? Arya says they do magic all over the hospital on Christmas Day.”

“Of course they do! The most powerful magic there is,” I assert, though I have no clue what she's talking about.

Dr. Winters clears her throat, signaling it's time for Holly to rest. She mentions that Holly's been moved up on the transplant list, surgery expected within days.

When she approaches Holly, I witness something remarkable – a crack in her icy facade. It's subtle, like watching frost melt in reverse, revealing warmth that might have been there all along. She lets Holly play with her stethoscope, explaining it's like a telephone for listening to heart secrets, and I find myself mesmerized by their interaction.

I bite my lower lip, thoughts drifting to my sister Emily and all the doctors who treated her long illness. Some were good but distant, others kind but ineffective. Dr. Winters is neither – she's something else entirely, like a crystal-clear river flowing beneath a glacier. They call her the Ice Queen, among other less flattering names, but maybe they're reading the story wrong. Sometimes ice castles are built to protect something precious.

“I'm really scared about the surgery,” Holly whispers, twisting her blanket between her fingers. I can't help jumping in.

“You know what? Brave people get scared too.”

“You fly helicopters and fought in wars. You're not scared of anything,” she mumbles, shoulders slumping.

“Oh, I absolutely am. Want to know a secret? I'm terrified of escalators,” I confess in a stage whisper.

“The moving stairs?”

“They freak me out. Can't get on them without shaking like jello.”

Holly throws her head back, laughter bursting free, momentarily forgetting about her upcoming surgery.

“But you fly helicopters! Even with giant pigeons attacking over Central Park! Being scared of escalators makes no sense,” she giggles.

“Here's the thing about fear, Miss Holly. It doesn't always make sense. I can fly through a snowstorm, but those moving stairs? Pure terror,” I whisper conspiratorially. “Want to know what helps beat fear?”

“What?”

“Having brave people with you. That's why when you go into surgery, you'll have Dr. Winters and Dr. Kumari and Miguel the anesthesiologist, plus a whole team of brave people taking care of you. And when you're better, we'll fly over Central Park and face those mutant pigeons together,” I add with exaggerated gestures.

A glance at my watch shows it's time to leave – got an organ pickup in New Jersey in forty minutes. Can't keep them waiting. I give Holly our signature military salute and nearly make it out the door when a voice stops me cold.

“Selene!”

It's the first time I've heard Dr. Winters say my name, and somehow it sounds like music on her lips.

“Thank you for pretending to be afraid of escalators for Holly. It really helped.”

“The only made-up part was the mutant pigeons. The escalator thing? Totally real,” I admit with a shrug.

And there it is – a real smile blooming across her face.


Chapter 3

Alexia

“What the hell were you thinking, promising things you can't deliver to that kid?” I snap the moment I spot Selene Callahan striding into the hospital, her pilot's uniform crisp despite the early hour. The antiseptic smell burns my nostrils, mixing with the lingering scent of her leather jacket.

Holly's been begging all morning for Christmas decorations in her room. I get it - the kid's terrified about the heart transplant. Can't blame her. She's exhausted, spent her entire life fighting a congenital heart condition that's threatening to take her from us. My fingers curl around my stethoscope, knuckles white.

Selene fixes those piercing blue eyes on me, confusion dancing across her features. The fluorescent lights catch the golden strands in her hair, and I force myself to look away. I take a deep breath, reminding myself that emotional control is everything in medicine. But they never teach you in med school what to do when a reckless helicopter pilot makes promises that could kill your patient before a transplant.

“I was just trying to give her hope. The kid needs something happy to hold onto right now,” she says, her voice soft but unwavering.

“Her immune system is compromised. I can't risk her getting sick before open-heart surgery,” I protest, my anger refusing to subside even as her proximity makes my pulse quicken.

“You don't honestly think I'd grab decorations from a dumpster, do you?” she counters, a hint of mischief in her voice. “We can get sterile materials, or sanitize them, right here in the hospital.”

“And who's going to foot that bill?”

“I will,” she says without hesitation. “Look, I just want to bring some joy to a kid who's been through hell. I don't see the problem. I vaguely remember Dr. Kumari mentioning something similar last Christmas and-”

Of course, Arya comes up. Those two troublemakers being friends makes perfect sense. “You can't make promises without consulting the medical team!” I insist.

My voice rises despite my best efforts to keep it level. The worst part is, I'm not even sure why I'm so angry. She should have consulted me before giving false hope to a seven-year-old, but she has a point. We could find a solution.

“Listen, I understand what Holly's going through. I lost my sister to a similar heart condition,” Selene's voice cracks slightly. “The heart never came in time. But Emily's last Christmas was-”

“This isn't about your sister,” I cut her off, ignoring the way my chest tightens at her pain. “This is about following proper medical protocols.”

“Fine, okay, Jesus. I'm sorry. I get that you're stressed, but I was just trying to help.”

“Don't 'fine' me,” I bark, continuing to argue even though she's already apologized. “You can't play Santa Claus with my patients just because you can fly into the hospital and fill their heads with stories and-”

“Code Blue in room 312!” a nurse shouts.

“Get a crash cart, now!” I command.

I sprint to room 312 where Tommy Martinez, a post-op patient, has gone into cardiac arrest. The squeak of my shoes against the linoleum echoes in my ears.

“Ventricular fibrillation!” a nurse calls out. “No pulse!”

Suddenly, Selene Callahan vanishes from my mind as my world narrows to compressions, rhythm checks, and split-second decisions.

“Paddles! Charge to 200. Clear!”

Tommy's body arches with the shock, but his heart remains still.

“300. Clear!”

“We've got a pulse, Dr. Winters,” a nurse whispers, relief evident in her exhale.

After giving instructions for patient monitoring, I leave the room and catch Selene’s eye. She’s frozen in place where I left her. The anger has drained from me, leaving something else entirely in its wake. She offers a small smile, seems about to speak, but I keep walking. I give her a quick nod as I head to my office.

***

Hours later, Holly's latest results spell disaster. The computer clock reads 2:47 AM, and I'm clutching my lucky pen like a lifeline. I know science doesn't work on wishes, but right now, I'd trade all my medical knowledge for a Christmas miracle.

“That's not acceptable!” I growl into the phone, my voice too loud for the pre-dawn hours. “I understand Boston has two priority cases and Cleveland has another two, but this girl needs to move up the list,” I demand.

The woman on the other end responds with infuriating detachment.

“Dr. Winters, every major hospital has critically ill children who need urgent transplants.”

“You don't understand. She won't make it to New Year's without a compatible heart,” I sigh, words failing me.

I refuse to give up. I won't back down. I'll fight to make sure this seven-year-old gets her silly dream of flying over Manhattan in a helicopter, whatever it takes.

The night stretches on through countless cups of coffee as I dive into experimental treatments of any kind that might buy us extra days. My computer screen overflows with medical journal articles until a knock at the door makes me jump.

“Have you been here all night?” Miguel asks, eyeing the army of empty coffee cups on my desk.

“I need to review some articles and-”

“You know normal people sometimes sleep, right?”

“Normal people don't have seven-year-old patients dying while some bureaucrat decides if they're high enough on a transplant priority list,” I snap.

“Holly's that bad?”

“Yeah,” I exhale.

“Shit. Anything I can do?”

“Unless you can find me a compatible heart, I doubt it.”

He stays quiet, knowing none of us can do anything but wait for a miracle in the form of a heart that will save her life.

Something breaks inside me every time I see that little girl smile despite everything she's facing. She still believes in Christmas, in a happy world where children's hearts never fail. A world where doctors don't spend entire nights fighting losing battles against time.

Outside, I hear the distant thrum of a helicopter landing on the helipad. Probably Selene, bringing in an organ that will save someone's life. I wish I could see her bringing in a heart for Holly.


Chapter 4

Selene

After a full day battling hospital bureaucracy, the packages of sterilized Christmas decorations feel like an early Christmas gift in my hands. I promised Holly I'd make it happen, and I'm as stubborn as they come — I don't care how angry Dr. Winters gets about it.

“How did you get the hospital to approve the budget for all this stuff?” asks one of the pediatric nurses who volunteered to help me.

“Let's just say I owe Arya about fifty coffees and dinner at some fancy-ass restaurant, but it was worth it, don't you think?” I admit with a proud smile. “Is Holly sleeping?”

“Yeah, she's been really tired lately,” she acknowledges, lowering her voice sadly. “But wait till you see how happy she'll be when she wakes up and sees all this.”

As we sort through decorations for different kids, Dr. Winters's voice filters through the partially open office door, each word a dagger through my heart.

“The latest tests show significant deterioration. Left ventricular function has decreased another fifteen percent since yesterday.”

Holly's mother's sharp intake of breath almost mirrors my own.

“How long does she have without a compatible heart? Two, three months?” Vivian asks, her voice quivering.

“If we don't find one in a couple of days… you need to prepare for the worst,” Dr. Winters confesses, and Holly's mother's sobs echo clearly through the door.

Pain shoots through me. Raw. Devastating. I remember with crystal clarity how eighteen years ago, another doctor tried to explain to my mother why my sister Emily wouldn't live to see the New Year.

“Keep going. I need to do something urgent,” I tell the nurse, who gives me an odd look as I practically bolt toward somewhere quiet.

As snowflakes drift slowly past the window, tears fill my eyes remembering Emily's last Christmas. How she insisted on decorating her hospital room even though she could barely sit up without help. The way she made me promise that when I grew up, I'd help other kids be happy at Christmas when they had to spend it in the hospital. “It's easier to be brave with decorations,” she'd whispered, holding my hand.

I press my forehead against the cold window glass and pull out my phone. My fingers tremble slightly as I search for the contact — this isn't just another call to the transplant coordinator. This is for Holly, and I won't fail her.

“Marcus, it's Selene. I need a huge favor,” I try to keep my voice from breaking, though I doubt I'm succeeding.

“Let me guess, you're calling about Holly Thompson's case, right?”

“How do you know?”

“Dr. Alexia Winters already called me three times today. Each time to curse me out for not finding a compatible heart for the kid.”

“Isn't there anything we can do?”

“You know I'd do anything for you, Selene, but I can't bypass priority lists for a transplant. Let me check again. Nothing in New York or New Jersey. Boston has two critical patients at the top of the list, and Philadelphia…”

“Yeah, yeah, I just heard all that a while ago. Find something, Marcus, please. The girl is only seven years old, seven, damn it. She's full of life. It can't end like this.”

“You know I can't, Selene.”

“Please, my little sister died because the transplant never came in time. I don't want to go through something similar with this poor girl and…”

“Holy shit, wait!”

“What's happening?”

“A potentially compatible heart just came in.”

“Tell me where I need to go pick it up,” I plead without waiting for more explanation.

“Damn it, forget it, Selene. I got carried away. It's in Burlington.”

“Vermont? That's about two hours by air, the helicopter has enough range to get there.”

“There's also a terrible snowstorm in that whole area. You'll never get flight clearance.”

“I did two tours in Afghanistan, Marcus. I've been shot at while flying — snowflakes don't scare me,” I remind him.

“Maybe not you, but I doubt you'll find a cardiac surgeon willing to go with you.”

“How long do I have to deliver the heart if things get complicated? Four, six hours?”

“More or less, but Selene, you're not listening, damn it. This is a serious storm. The order is no flights for anyone, and that includes you. Even if you get a cardiac surgeon crazy enough to risk their life with you, nobody's going to approve your flight plan.”

“Is the compatibility good?” I ask, ignoring his words.

“Preliminary tests indicate it's very good. But, Selene…”

“Send me all the details and keep Holly at the top of the list. I'm heading there as soon as possible.”

“Selene, damn it, listen for once in your life…”

But it's too late — I'm already running toward Holly's room looking for Dr. Winters as fast as my legs will carry me.

The scene I find there breaks my heart. Alexia is kneeling beside the girl's bed, something very different from her usual attitude. She's gripping her pen tightly as she listens to Holly speak.

“The only Christmas gift I want is for Mom to stop crying about my illness. I just hope the hospital elves have enough magic to make it happen,” the little girl sighs, and I have to blink several times when I see the mighty Alexia Winters herself discreetly wiping away a tear.

At that moment, I don't think, I move.

I burst into the room without even saying hello and grab the doctor by the elbow, pulling her to follow me. Probably with more force than necessary, judging by the fury blazing in her gorgeous green eyes.

“What the hell do you think you're doing, asshole?” she snarls when we're in the hallway. The nurses watch us warily but say nothing.

I clamp my palm over her mouth to silence her and feel her sharp intake of breath against my skin. At least she hasn't bitten me.

“Shut up, damn it! I have a heart for Holly! It's in Vermont, in Burlington, and it's compatible. Give me your email, and I'll send you all the details,” I whisper, my hand still covering her mouth.

Dr. Winters's eyes widen in surprise, and I slowly move my hand away, though I keep it nearby in case she starts yelling.

“How did you manage that? I've called the transplant coordination center a million times! Never mind! Don't tell me. I don't want to be involved in anything illegal.”

“Just be quiet for a second, damn it! It just came up on the list, but they're going to cancel all flights because of a snowstorm.”

“How do you know all this?” she asks, confused.

“I have my connections.”

“How long would it take?”

“Just over two hours by helicopter, if we leave right now, before they ground all aircraft.”

“We? Why are you talking in plural?”

“Because you're coming with me.”

“No way. I'm not getting in a helicopter. Besides, do you know how much paperwork I'd have to fill out for something like this?”

“We're not telling anyone at the hospital until we're sure we can get the heart back in time,” I explain.

“Have you lost your mind? Let me see the details about this heart!”

While she reviews the data Marcus sent me on my phone, something shifts in her expression. She glances toward Holly's room, gripping her pen tightly again.

“The preliminary tests are excellent. Blood type, size, antibodies. Everything matches,” she sighs, frowning in concentration.

“Then let's go! Before it snows more.”

“You know this is insane?”

“Completely.”

“We could die if the storm is as bad as you say. We could even lose our licenses for not following established protocols.”

“I know, and I'm not sure that's the right order of priorities to worry about, but whatever. The point is, Holly has a chance. That heart is waiting for us in Vermont, and we need to leave now,” I insist, compulsively checking my watch.

“Why do you want me to go, exactly? Can't a doctor from the Burlington hospital accompany you back?”

“I want you to supervise everything in Vermont. I need someone who understands the complexities of a transplant heart, someone who can evaluate its condition in real-time if I need to divert the route. Someone who can keep that heart in optimal condition if things get complicated and the trip takes longer. I need you, Alexia,” I sigh.


Chapter 5

Selene

As I wait for her decision, minutes drift by like snowflakes — lazy at first, then piling up into mounds of wasted time that lead nowhere. My phone buzzes against my hip every few minutes with another weather alert, but Dr. Winters keeps reviewing Holly's file, her eyes glued to the screen.

“Not to rush you, but Marcus just sent an update, and we need to move. Like, right now.”

She doesn't even lift her gaze from her computer screen.

“These BNP levels,” she mutters to herself. “Why did they spike so fast?”

“Alexia!”

The use of her first name makes her head snap up, her eyes finally meeting mine.

“Did you hear anything I just said? We're running out of time. The FAA is about to ground all flights,” I press.

“Don't rush me. This kind of situation needs to be reviewed a million times. If we overlook even the smallest detail-”

“Can't you review those details in the damn helicopter?” I snap, my voice rising higher than necessary, but her caution is driving me insane.

“No.”

“Look,” I turn my phone screen toward her, showing the weather radar where a mass of blue and white swirls toward us like it's about to devour the entire East Coast.

“That's…”

“Yeah, the mother of all snowstorms you've ever seen, and it's heading straight for us. Either we leave within the hour, or we can kiss that heart goodbye,” I growl, letting out a frustrated huff.

“If I make one mistake, no matter how small, not only will it not help Holly, but we'll be preventing another child in her condition from being saved. I need to check on her,” she announces, jumping up and striding out of the office.

I linger in the doorway. Holly looks exhausted. Her skin has lost even its recent pallor, fading to an ashen gray. From where I stand, I can see how much she struggles to breathe despite the oxygen cannula.

Dr. Winters's desperate expression says it all without words.

“Selene,” Holly mumbles from her bed. “Did the giant pigeons attack you today?”

“Not yet, Captain Holly, but the day isn't over,” I answer, fighting to keep my voice steady as I take in her condition.

I force a smile for her sake, but her life is slipping away, and if we don't act soon, it'll be too late.

“Mom says the storm's gonna be really big. You shouldn't go out,” she warns.

“You should see sandstorms. They're way worse. But don't worry, if I have to go out, I'll be super careful,” I assure her.

“Promise?”

“Pinky promise,” I whisper, moving closer to link our fingers together.

In that moment, I catch Dr. Winters's eye, and something passes between us. Maybe understanding, maybe shared desperation. Maybe something else entirely.

“That heart in Burlington is her only option, isn't it?” I ask when we're back in the hallway.

“Yes,” she sighs. “But this storm…”

“I've flown in worse conditions with people shooting at me.”

“Not in civilian airspace without support systems and an organ that's too time-sensitive.”

“Then I don't know what we're waiting for, Alexia,” I whisper, stepping closer to her as we enter her office. “I know you're scared — these aren't ideal flying conditions, but I watched my little sister die waiting for a heart that never came. I won't do it again. Not when there's a chance to save Holly, however small.”

“Are you sure you can fly in these conditions?”

“Sure enough to bet our lives on it,” I answer without hesitation.

“Fine, I'll request authorization and go with you.”

“Come on, Alexia, request the damn authorization from the helicopter. Let's go now!”

“I want to save that child as much as you do, get that through your thick skull,” she snaps, her body pressing against mine. “But you can't ask me to risk everything on an unauthorized flight.”

“I'm just asking you to save Holly's life. When the storm passes, it'll be too late,” I counter.

“You think I don't know that?”

“Then stop hiding behind protocol while a child dies.”

“I'm not hiding behind any protocol,” she growls, shoving my shoulder, her chest rising with each deep breath. “If we crash, we won't help anyone.”

“We won't crash.”

“You can't guarantee that.”

“Shut up, Alexia,” I whisper against her lips.

Her eyes widen in surprise and time seems to stop. She places her hands on my waist, pushing me against the wall and letting out a soft moan when her tongue meets mine.

“Damn,” she sighs as we part, closing her eyes and slowly shaking her head.

“We should leave now, Alexia,” I repeat, lowering my voice and running my hand along her left arm.

She stares at me intently, her breathing rapid. She runs her fingertips across her lips, and for a moment, I'm not sure if she's going to kiss me again or slap me. She does neither.

“I'll request authorization, and we'll wait for the response while we fly,” she hisses. “But if we crash and die, I'll never forgive you,” she adds, pointing her index finger at me before starting to type on her computer.


Chapter 6

Alexia

A Code Blue alarm tears through my consciousness just as I'm gathering my supplies for the helicopter. For one terrible moment, I know — deep in my gut, in the marrow of my bones — which room it's coming from. I clutch my lucky pen while waiting for confirmation of my worst fears.

“Code Blue, Room 305. I repeat, Code Blue, Room 305, Dr. Winters,” I hear, and my world crumbles.

Holly's room.

Damn it, I'd already requested authorization from both the hospital and transplant center. This can't happen. Not this fast.

The scene I walk into is pure hell. Holly lies pale and motionless in her bed. The monitors scream their warnings in a cacophony of beeps I never wanted to hear. Vivian sobs in a corner, her hands covering her mouth, endless tears streaming down her face.

“Ventricular tachycardia!” a nurse shouts. “Blood pressure dropping!”

“Give her one dose of epinephrine,” I order, moving to Holly's bedside. “Start compressions while we wait for the crash cart. Where's that fucking crash cart?” I yell.

The resuscitation team bursts into the room with everything we need in the blink of an eye, and time seems to slow to a crawl.

“Charge to 50,” I command. “Clear! Shocking in three, two, one. Shock!”

Holly's body jumps on the mattress, but the monitors show no change.

“Shit, damn it, don't give up now, please,” I whisper, biting my lower lip until I taste copper. “Again, up to 100 joules.”

I glance upward and position the right paddle under her clavicle, the left one automatically going to the left side, level with the nipple. It's a procedure I've performed hundreds of times, but today feels different. Too different.

“Clear! Shocking in three, two, one. Shock!”

A faint burning smell mingles with the conductive gel. A nurse beside me lets out a sob, unable to contain her tension. From the corner of my eye, I see Selene frozen in the doorway, her face as white as the snow falling outside. Tears glisten in her eyes. It hurts to see her like this. She's witnessed the worst of humanity in war, and now this little girl is breaking her apart inside.

“Second round of epinephrine. Continue compressions. We have to get her back, damn it!”

Each second feels like forever, time slipping through our fingers like water. Holly's heart is giving up, stopping its fight much sooner than I expected.

Then suddenly, a rhythm change on the monitor. A collective sigh fills the room.

“Blood pressure rising, Dr. Winters,” announces one of the nurses.

“Pulse returning. Oxygen saturation improving,” adds another.

I breathe deep and, though I'm not particularly religious, I thank whatever's up there. At the door, Selene wipes her tears with her palm and mouths “thank you” followed by a beautiful smile.

“That's it, little one, keep fighting a bit longer,” I sigh, brushing my thumb across the child's cheek.

I stand and walk to Vivian. One of the nurses should have taken her out during the resuscitation, but I guess seeing a seven-year-old like this affected the whole team too deeply.

“Dr. Winters… Is she…”

“She's stable right now, but we need to adjust her medications and…”

“She's dying? I mean, she's really dying now, isn't she?” she asks between sobs.

Nothing in this world prepares you to tell a mother her seven-year-old daughter's life is slipping away. No amount of experience or mental preparation helps. Nothing does.

I just hug her and try to whisper something in her ear.

“If we don't do the transplant in the next 24 hours…”

I can't even finish the sentence.

Vivian slowly nods her head as fresh tears roll down her cheeks. She looks at her daughter, then at me, then back at her daughter. And when our eyes meet a minute later, a whispered “please” is all that escapes her lips.


Chapter 7

Alexia

“Here, looks like you need this more than I do,” Selene whispers, pressing a cup of strong coffee into my hands. The warmth seeps through my cold fingers, and the rich aroma fills my nostrils.

“I should have seen this coming, damn it,” I growl, slamming my fist against the table, achieving nothing but a sharp sting of pain.

“Stop that,” she snaps. “You can't predict everything.”

“Isn't that exactly what I'm supposed to do?” I protest. “It's my job.”

“You're also human, and last time I checked, that wasn't a crime, you know?”

Suddenly, her gaze shifts to the photograph next to my computer, and my blood runs cold.

“Is that you as a kid?” she asks, jutting her chin toward the frame.

“With my best friend from school. You're not the only one who's lost someone you loved right before Christmas,” I murmur.

“What happened to her?”

“Acute myeloid leukemia. The treatment worked at first, but it's aggressive. She died on December 25th. The doctors kept telling her family they were doing everything possible, but even now, I remember seeing the hopelessness in their eyes.”

“That must have been fucking rough,” Selene sighs.

“You know how it feels, I won't remind you how in those moments you wish you could die too. My mother was a prestigious doctor. Want to know what she told me after my friend's funeral?”

“No idea,” she breathes.

“She told me to take it as a lesson about the importance of maintaining emotional distance from patients. I was twelve, for fuck's sake, and my mother turned my best friend's death into a lesson about being a better doctor in the future,” I complain, turning away so she can't see the tears welling up in my eyes.

“Wow!”

“It hurt, but I guess deep down, my mother was right. Getting attached to one of your patients only makes it so much harder when…”

“When what?” Selene cuts in. “When you have to fight even harder for her? Because that's exactly what Holly needs you to do right now.”

“I guess so,” I admit with a sigh.

“Are we heading to Burlington for that heart?”

“We are,” I repeat, nodding slowly.

***

The helicopter's engines roar to life when I get the call I've been waiting for from hospital administration.

“Morning, Safira. Do you have the authorization?”

“I can barely hear you. Are you in the helicopter?” she asks, confusion evident in her voice.

“Yes.”

“Well, you better get down.”

“What? Have you lost your mind?”

“Not possible, Dr. Winters. I must implement emergency protocol and suspend all flights until further notice due to the storm. It's too dangerous,” she responds flatly.

“Shouldn't I be the one to judge if it's too dangerous? Or the helicopter pilot? We're the ones who'll be flying.”

“I'm just following orders, Alexia,” she apologizes.

“Safira, please. We have a heart waiting in Vermont. It's the only chance to save one of my patients. This little girl will die,” I plead, grasping for words.

“I wish I could tell you something different. I'm just following protocol. I'm so sorry, Alexia,” she repeats, lowering her voice before ending the call.

I grab my headset and rip it off, throwing it to the floor.

“I can't fucking believe this.”

“Why the hell did you ask for authorization?” Selene protests.

“I had to.”

“What are we going to do now? As far as I'm concerned, they can shove their protocols up their ass. We could take off right now and…”

“Power down. I need to try to convince them,” I say with an apologetic gesture.

Selene

“Is it true there's a heart for Holly?” the girl's mother asks when we return to the hospital. Her voice quivers with desperate hope.

“There is. In Vermont,” I nod.

“Would it save her life?”

“I'm not a doctor, Vivian, but it looks like it's her only chance,” I explain, spreading my hands in apology.

“Will you go get it?”

“The hospital won't authorize the flight,” I admit, my heart shattering as I hear my own words. “It's because of the storm, visibility is poor and the winds…”

“Selene,” she sighs, taking my hands in hers while tears fill her eyes. “That girl is all I have. Without her, I don't want to go on living. Please,” she begs, and I decide right then that if I have to kidnap Dr. Winters to get her to Vermont, I'm more than ready to do it.

I stride to her office and burst through the door to find her studying a weather map on her computer screen.

“The northern approach would be suicide,” she mutters, not looking up. “But if we turn east…”

“Does this mean you're coming?”

“I've requested another authorization, meanwhile, I'm considering all possibilities. The storm's wind patterns indicate that…”

“We don't have time for wind patterns and all that crap,” I protest, my voice rising way louder than appropriate for a hospital.

Just as I'm about to yell at her again, the door swings open and we both turn to see Dr. Arya Kumari walk in.

“Why the fuck are you two idiots still here?” she asks, confusion written across her face as she pins us with her huge dark eyes.

“They denied our flight clearance. Because of protocol and...”

“Screw the protocol, Alexia. If you don't get your ass on that helicopter, I'll take your place, but go get that heart now,” she shouts, jabbing her finger into Dr. Winters' chest.

“But if they catch us…”

“Jesus Christ, Alexia, I'll say you asked for emergency leave and dropped your phone in a puddle, that's why you're unavailable. As for the helicopter, nobody's gonna climb up to the helipad in all this snow to check if that damn thing is still out there. Shoo, shoo! Both of you better get moving for that heart,” she commands, pointing at the door.

Suddenly, the lights flicker and die. Emergency generators hum to life, bathing everything in an eerie red glow. Instinctively, I position myself inches from Alexia, as if somehow trying to protect her from attack. Close enough to catch the subtle scent of her perfume.

“Holy shit!” Arya laughs. “It's the freaking universe sending you a sign to get the hell out of here, dumbasses!”

“Let's go!” I insist. “Everyone's too busy with the blackout now. Nobody will notice.”

“Arya, I swear if we die…”

“Yeah, yeah, that's the spirit, Dr. Winters,” Arya teases, clapping. “Now move your butt before someone from the administration figures out what's going on. And please, Selene, try not to crash the helicopter, I don't want that ugly dude with the big belly who used to deliver organs last year coming back. You're much prettier to look at,” she adds with a wink.


Chapter 8

Alexia

The helicopter lurches on takeoff, stealing my breath. My lucky pen digs into my fingers as my other hand grips the seat until my knuckles turn ghost-white. From up here, Manhattan resembles a snow globe that some vengeful giant has shaken with brutal force. Its iconic streets and avenues have vanished beneath a pristine white blanket.

“Everything okay back there, Dr. Winters?” Selene's voice cuts through my headset, steady despite the wind battering us. “You're looking pretty cozy with that seat. Don't trust my flying, or is it the heights?” She laughs, the sound rich and warm in my ears.

“I'm fine,” I snap, my voice clipped.

“Right,” she drawls with that half-smile that sets my nerves on fire. “That's why you're clutching that pen like it's the last lifeboat on the Titanic.”

A violent gust rocks the helicopter, and I mutter a curse. The Empire State Building plays peek-a-boo through the blizzard like an urban specter.

“When you said you'd flown in worse conditions,” I growl through clenched teeth, “I didn't think you meant recreating disaster movies.”

“This is nothing. Try flying while getting shot at… Shit, fuck!” she cuts off, cursing as we drop several feet in an air pocket. “Though maybe this is getting interesting.”

“Interesting? Is that what we're calling imminent death now?”

“Hey, you're the one who insisted on waiting for that damn clearance. The one we never got, by the way. Shit!” Selene yanks the controls, and we swerve sharply to avoid a particularly dense wall of snow. “Listen, I need you to watch the instruments on your side of the panel. Ice is building up faster than I'd like. Can you handle that?”

“What do I need to do?”

“See that gauge on your right? If it hits the red zone, we've got trouble,” she explains.

“Which one? Because several are flirting with red right now,” I yell through the headset.

“Third from the left.”

“It's about to hit red. Is that bad? Jesus, Selene, I can barely see the skyscrapers. How are you keeping this thing airborne?”

“Same way you can do open-heart surgery — years of practice,” she replies, unfazed. “Now, I need your help with something else. Hit the second switch from the top, the one labeled anti-ice. Use your right hand — let's not tempt fate,” she teases.

“You noticed that?”

“That you only grip that pen with your right hand? Hard to miss,” she says.

I don't tell her it's not just any pen, but one that's been my lucky charm since childhood. I'm not even sure it still writes. Another violent shake interrupts any response I might have had.

“Okay, the indicator just went full red,” I announce.

“Shit! We'll have to gain altitude to get above this snow. Listen up - it'll be colder, and I don't have supplemental oxygen. If you start feeling dizzy, tell me immediately,” she instructs, and the oxygen part sends a chill down my spine.

The rest of her words get lost in the howling wind as we climb through the storm. My stomach lurches with the ascent, and I squeeze my eyes shut, clutching the pen like a talisman. When I open them again, we're beneath brilliant sunshine, with a sea of gray clouds below obscuring everything.

“Better?” Selene asks, and I realize I've been holding my breath.

“Define 'better' because I'm not sure. How can you navigate now? How long can we stay up here?”

“Not long enough,” she says, checking something on her flight instruments. “We'll have to descend when you start getting dizzy or if ice forms on the rotor blades. But hey,” she catches my gaze, and those blue eyes shine with an intensity that steals my breath, “at least up here we can pretend we're not flying without clearance.”

“Small victories,” I sigh. “Think this euphoria I'm feeling is from oxygen deprivation or the adrenaline rush from flying so high?”

“If you get dizzy or your head starts pounding, let me know,” is all she says, and I just hope she's not experiencing the same euphoria that might lead to reckless decisions.

“That indicator's still red,” I warn ten minutes later.

“Did you hit the anti-ice switch?”

“Yes.”

“Damn it! We need to descend,” she says, and the helicopter tips forward like we're on a roller coaster.

Through the windshield, the world vanishes behind a white curtain, fierce winds buffet us from all directions, and treetops whip by way too close for comfort.

“Burlington, this is Life Flight Seven,” Selene's voice crackles over the radio, steady despite the chaos. “We need to make an emergency landing. Can the heart wait?”

My nails dig into my palm at her words.

“Life Flight Seven, donor remains stable on life support. We can delay procurement up to four hours maximum. After that, we'll have to reallocate the heart.”

“Copy that,” Selene interrupts. “Dr. Winters, I need your medical assessment.”

“If they maintain life support, we should be fine, but tell them not to procurement until we arrive,” I request, running survival statistics and tissue degradation rates through my head.

“See that clearing? We're landing, like it or not. Can't keep flying in these conditions — we've got ice in the carburetor and on the rotor blades,” she announces, pointing to a break in the mountainside.

Before I can protest, the helicopter plunges downward, and I catch myself quietly reciting surgical procedures to block out the rapidly approaching ground.

“Hold on!” she shouts, and soon we're skidding across ice with a terrifying screech until we finally stop.

“Holy shit!” I exhale.

“Still alive. You can release that poor pen now,” she quips, unbuckling her four-point harness before stepping onto solid ground.

“I spotted a cabin through those trees when I managed to keep my eyes open during descent,” I say, climbing down and pulling my collar higher.

An old ranger station emerges like a dark shadow against the snow as we approach. The door creaks open to reveal air heavy with dust and abandonment.

“There's a fireplace and some dry wood,” she announces, pointing. “Get that wet coat off before you freeze!”

“The donor...”

“Will still be there in three hours,” Selene cuts in, starting a fire. “But we won't do Holly any good if we die of hypothermia or crash into the mountain.”

The flames catch quickly, sending a wave of blessed heat through my body. Selene sits directly across, having stripped off her coat and pants, rubbing her hands for warmth.

“Come here,” she whispers, wrapping an old blanket around our shoulders as I settle beside her. “Body heat works better than fire. That's pure science, Dr. Winters,” she adds with a wink when my bare leg brushes against hers.

And oddly enough, curled up next to her, both of us pantless under an ancient blanket in an even more ancient cabin, I feel strangely at peace.

“You're staring,” she teases.

“I'm observing. It's what doctors do,” I defend.

“And what do your observations tell you, doctor?” Now she meets my gaze, and the intensity in those blue eyes steals my breath.

“That you're reckless. And possibly insane.”

“Says the woman who just flew into a snowstorm with me, no clearance or anything. You know what I observe? Maybe the Ice Queen isn't as cold as everyone thinks.”

Before I can respond, she turns to cradle my face with her right hand, her thumb caressing my cheek, and my lucky pen slips from my fingers.

“Selene…”

“Tell me to stop,” she whispers, but instead, I lean into her touch.

The kiss is gentle, unhurried, perfect. Her lips brush mine with infinite sensuality, and when her tongue meets mine, my entire body trembles.

“Why did you become a helicopter pilot?” I blurt out, breaking the spell.

“Started in the military, but now, every time I deliver an organ, every patient who gets a second chance at life…” she pauses, swallowing hard. “It's like I see my sister in them,” she adds with a sigh.

I snuggle back against her body. A log cracks in the fireplace, sending sparks dancing upward. Outside, the storm rages on, wind howling through the swaying treetops surrounding us. But here, wrapped in a blanket by the fire, held in Selene's arms, something inside me begins to thaw.


Chapter 9

Alexia

The eerie glow of the snow-covered landscape casts strange shadows across my face as I watch Selene battle the ice-coated rotors. Her movements are precise, deliberate — the kind that come from fighting a thousand battles before this one. The harsh winter wind whips at her dark hair, and I find myself mesmerized by the determination etched across her features.

“This would be so much easier with proper de-icing equipment,” she grumbles, stretching on her tiptoes to reach a particularly stubborn chunk of ice that refuses to budge. “But I guess we'll have to make do. How's it going in there?”

“About as well as you'd expect when using a worn-out tool meant for scraping ice off car windshields,” I complain while clearing more frost from the control panel. The cold metal bites into my fingertips through my thin gloves. “Are you sure this is going to work?”

“Nope, but I wasn't sure about flying into a blizzard either, and here we are, still kicking,” she quips, flashing that smile that somehow makes my stomach do somersaults. “Ready to fire it up?”

The engine coughs before roaring to life, humming low in the crisp afternoon air. I watch as the ice begins to melt around the air intakes, water droplets catching the wan winter light.

Through the radio static, I hear Selene's voice shift into her pilot tone: sharp, clear, and worlds away from the woman who was teasing me just moments ago.

“Burlington General, this is Life Flight 7. We're airborne and weather conditions have improved significantly. ETA approximately one hour, possibly less.”

The response crackles through our headsets.

“Copy that, Life Flight 7. Be advised we have a situation here that Dr. Winters should know about.”

My body tenses at those words. In my experience, the term “situation” in a hospital setting rarely precedes good news.

“Go ahead, Burlington,” I respond into my mic, gripping my lucky pen tighter.

“Our cardiac surgeon, Dr. Matthews, is snowed in at his residence. Roads are completely impassable from his location, and snowplows won't make it in time. We've maintained the donor on life support, but we'll need you to perform the recovery, Dr. Winters.”

“Understood. Have your team prep for immediate procurement on arrival. I'll need-”

“The full cardiac team is standing by,” they interrupt. “OR 3 is being prepped to your specifications. Dr. Matthews sent over your equipment list from your last call.”

“At least someone's efficient,” I mutter, forgetting my mic is still hot.

Selene chuckles beside me. “High praise coming from you. Should I be jealous of Dr. Matthews?”

“He's sixty-four and collects ceramic cats,” I roll my eyes. “But he knows how to prep an OR.”

“Life Flight 7,” the radio crackles again, “be advised we'll maintain donor stability, but we'll need to proceed within three hours of your arrival.”

“Copy that,” Selene responds. “Dr. Winters will be ready. Life Flight 7, over and out.”

After closing the channel, she turns slightly toward me with a smile.

“Planning the procurement while we fly? That thing you're doing with your eyebrows usually means you're performing mental surgery.”

“I don't do anything with my eyebrows,” I protest.

“Yes, you do, and it's adorable,” she insists. “I won't show you how adorable because we might crash.”

“Yeah, better stick to flying the helicopter,” I huff, though the smile tugging at my lips betrays me.

“The Ice Queen saving Christmas. It's like a Hallmark movie,” she teases.

“You're an idiot. Call me that again, and I'm walking back to Manhattan.”

“You know, you're nothing like what people say about you,” she sighs, eyes fixed ahead.

“You don't know me that well.”

“I know enough,” she counters, reaching over to take my hand. “I know you’ve risked your life, that you’re about to perform incredibly complex surgery after spending hours in a frozen cabin to save a seven-year-old girl who won’t make it to Christmas without your help. I’d say that tells me plenty.”

***

Burlington Hospital's OR feels different from my usual domain. I prefer working with a medical team that knows my rhythms, but a heart is a heart, and time is of the essence.

“Scalpel,” I request, and the instrument slides into my right hand. Always the right. Some habits don't change, even in unfamiliar territory.

Through the observation window above the OR, I glimpse Selene. She stands with her arms crossed, watching intently. Our eyes meet for the briefest moment, and somehow, knowing she's there steadies me, even though she can't help with this part.

“Beginning primary incision,” I announce to the operating room. “Donor status?”

“All vital signs stable, Doctor. We've maintained optimal perfusion.”

The procedure progresses normally, without complications. The donor heart looks perfect: young, strong, healthy. I think about the strange workings of fate. This poor boy met his end in a terrible car accident, yet his organs will give new chances to children he never knew.

“Dr. Winters,” a nurse cuts in, “they're reporting light snow starting again.”

“That's not relevant to the surgical procedure,” I respond firmly, though my stomach knots. “Clamp, please.”

From above, I hear Selene's voice through the intercom. I asked her not to speak during the surgery, but I welcome her words anyway.

“Don't worry about the weather. That's my job. You just get that heart ready for Holly.”

“I don't recall requesting commentary from the observation room,” I joke.

“Consider it a bonus service, like the in-flight entertainment with forced landing included,” she quips, and I roll my eyes dramatically.

The OR team laughs, and I'm surprised to notice the tension in the room has eased.

“Separating final connections now,” I announce. “Preservation solution ready.”

The heart releases perfectly. I place it carefully in the transport container, verifying each step meticulously. There's no room for errors, not when a child's life hangs in the balance.

“Time?” I ask, peeling off my gloves.

“Two hours and seventeen minutes since arrival, Doctor. Cold ischemia time approximately four hours.”

“Excellent. Let's move.”

I exit the OR to find Selene waiting, already geared up for the flight.

“Wish my sister had had a doctor like you,” she sighs, running pre-flight checks.

“Selene…”

“No, it's fine. I just mean… Come on. Let's get that heart where it needs to be,” she cuts off, pointing at the container.

The rotors spring to life again as we lift off into ominous black clouds. There's no Plan B now — everything must go right. We can't divert, can't make an emergency stop to weather the storm. We're carrying precious cargo and something more: we're carrying hope for Holly.


Chapter 10

Selene

The Watson Memorial Hospital helipad materializes out of the swirling snow like a ghostly platform suspended in the air. My hands grip the controls tighter, knuckles white with tension, as relief floods through me at the sight.

“Watson Memorial, this is Life Flight 7,” I radio while beside me, Alexia alerts the transplant team. My voice stays steady despite my racing heart. “Beginning final approach. Visibility severely limited.”

“Copy Life Flight 7. Dr. Clarkson and team standing by to assist Dr. Winters upon landing. Proceed with caution.”

I wrestle with the controls during our descent, fighting against wind gusts and stinging snow that pelts the windshield relentlessly. Through the whiteout, I catch glimpses of figures rushing toward the helipad, hunched against the storm.

“Not too different from landing in a sandstorm,” I mutter, more to myself than to Alexia, who clutches her seat with white-knuckled fingers. “Just colder. And there's coffee waiting for us on the ground.”

“Less talking, more landing. Please,” she grits out through clenched teeth.

The skids touch down with surprising gentleness given the conditions. As soon as the rotors start slowing, the transplant team converges on us. Alexia transforms instantly — gone is the terrified passenger, replaced by a surgeon radiating confidence from every pore.

“For God’s sake, be careful with that container!” she barks as she hands over the precious cargo to a transplant team member.

Before I can even climb down from the cockpit, they’ve vanished into the storm.

***

“She'll save my little girl, won't she?” Vivian whispers beside me in Holly's room, her voice trembling with fear and hope.

“If anyone can do it, Dr. Winters can,” I assure her with a slow nod. “They'll be at least four hours. How about we grab some coffee? I could use one.”

“Tell me everything, please. I need… I need something to focus on, or I'll go crazy waiting,” Holly's mother pleads in the hospital cafeteria, gripping her scalding coffee cup like she's trying to break it.

I take a long sip of my drink and pause. How do you tell a terrified mother you nearly crashed while transporting her daughter's only chance at survival?

“The round trip was quite the adventure,” I acknowledge with a casual shrug. “At least the mutant pigeons in Central Park didn't attack us this time.”

“Holly loves those stories you tell her,” Vivian sighs, attempting a smile.

“Well, it was definitely an adventure,” I admit. “What matters is your daughter has a fantastic surgeon doing everything possible to give her many more years with us. Plus, I promised her some helicopter flying lessons, and I always keep my promises.”

“You care about her, don't you?”

“Holly? Of course, she's a wonderful kid. I adore her.”

“No, Dr. Winters. I see how you look at her,” she corrects.

“I… well… it's complicated, I guess.”

“There's nothing complicated about the way she looks at you too. Especially when she thinks no one's watching,” she adds with a wink.

Before I can respond, the cafeteria door bursts open and Safira Garzia storms in, her face stormy with anger. Behind her, Arya runs in, frantically gesturing warnings about the impending explosion.

“Care to explain how we suddenly have a heart for Holly Thompson? Because I distinctly remember all flights being grounded due to weather conditions,” she demands, her raised voice drawing attention from nearby nurses who abandon their coffee to watch the show.

“Must've been those Christmas elves at Watson Memorial,” Arya cuts in, dropping into the chair beside me. “You know how they get this time of year, all hopped up on candy canes. Probably hijacked Santa's sleigh for a Vermont joy ride or something.”

For a moment, Safira gapes at Arya, opening and closing her mouth like a fish out of water.

“Dr. Kumari, this isn't a joke. We have protocols that-”

“Who's joking?” Arya protests. “I'm dead serious. I haven't seen any helicopters take off or land. Have you? You're going off some emergency call that coulda been anyone, but you weren't at the helipad. Now those elves… they've been decorating pediatrics, and I'm pretty sure one of them ate half my sandwich yesterday.”

“There's no flight authorization for the helicopter,” Safira continues, ignoring Arya's comments. “Yet Dr. Winters is currently in OR 3 performing a heart transplant and-”

“Magic!” Arya interrupts again. “Christmas magic. Super powerful stuff.”

“It was my decision,” I cut in, dropping my voice to barely above a whisper. “I flew without authorization. Dr. Winters had nothing to do with this.”

“Except, y'know, being in the helicopter,” Arya points out. “Unless that was an elf in a doctor costume.”

“Enough, Dr. Kumari!” Safira snaps.

“The responsibility is mine alone,” I insist, jumping in before things escalate further. “I made the call, I took the helicopter without permission, risking Dr. Winters' life and valuable equipment. I broke protocol, so if someone needs to be fired or charged or whatever you're thinking, I'm your girl.”

“The board will discuss this, but you'll likely lose both your job and pilot's license at minimum. Unauthorized flight in dangerous conditions, FAA violations, stolen aircraft… Not to mention endangering a doctor's life.”

“Technically, Dr. Winters endangers her life every time she tries something simple like making coffee. That woman should not be allowed near electrical appliances,” Arya interjects, tipping her chair back on two legs.

“I repeat, this isn't a joke.”

“No kidding? 'Cause I think it's pretty fucked up that you care more about some stupid protocol or helicopter cost than saving a seven-year-old kid's life. Maybe the hospital needs to check its priorities,” Arya spits, leaving Safira speechless.

I stand and approach the administrator. After two tours in Afghanistan, I'm not about to let some angry bureaucrat intimidate me.

“You want to fire me or take my license? Go ahead,” I tell her, leaning in close. “I don't give a damn. You know why? Because there's a seven-year-old girl in surgery who's gonna live because some of us chose to act instead of hiding behind those fucking protocols.”

“Protocols exist to protect people,” she mutters.

“Right. They exist to protect the hospital's bank account. How much will legal charge to explain to the press why we let a seven-year-old die rather than risk a helicopter?”

“Dr. Kumari, one more word and-”

“Oh, I got plenty more words. Want me to draw you a fucking picture?”

“The board will discuss all of this. Both the unauthorized flight and Dr. Winters' involvement,” she concludes, standing up.

“They already told you Dr. Winters didn't do jack, you asshole,” Arya protests.

“This is a very serious matter.”

“You know what's serious? Telling this kid's mom — who's sitting right here listening to you — that her daughter died 'cause we couldn't be bothered to do anything. 'Cause we were too busy following our bullshit protocols — and we got so many of them that nobody can keep track. So instead of threatening the people who saved her life, why don't you go shuffle some papers or whatever the hell you do all day?” Arya growls, voice rising as Safira retreats, earning applause from the nurses at the next table.

“Worst part is you'll have to write the report as chief of surgery,” I remind her.

“I'm totally writing that elves delivered the heart. Dear stuck-up board members, Christmas magic is real, Holly Thompson's alive, and you can kiss my ass about protocols.”

“Thanks for having my back. I owe you one,” I say, bumping her shoulder.

“Messing with Safira's my favorite hospital hobby. Almost as fun as teasing Alexia about how she undresses you with her eyes every time she sees you.”

My response is cut off by a surgery nurse rushing in, slightly out of breath.

“Dr. Winters is starting to close now. Everything's gone well so far,” she announces, and Vivian breaks down in tears at the news.

“That's Christmas magic for you. Couldn't fail,” Arya says with a wink.


Chapter 11

Alexia

Holly's new heart pounds with perfect rhythm as I tie off the final suture. The steady beeping of the monitors creates a soothing symphony in the otherwise silent operating room, and the metallic scent of surgery mingles with the sharp bite of antiseptic in my nose.

Any open-heart surgery feels special, but performing one on a child adds another layer of complexity. Doing it on Christmas Day? That transforms it into something magical — a miracle that science can explain but never fully capture.

“Blood pressure stable. Heart rate optimal,” Miguel announces, his voice muffled behind his surgical mask. “You did it, Alexia. Congratulations.”

“We did it. Thank you, everyone,” I correct him, peeling off my gloves and surgical gown. When I push through the exit doors, Selene is waiting, but something in her expression makes me pause.

“Everything went well,” I breathe out, and before I can process it, she pulls me into a perfect embrace.

“I knew you would succeed. You're incredible, though we might need to explain how we got that heart,” she adds, her voice carrying a hint of worry.

On our way to the locker room, she fills me in about her confrontation with Safira and how she took full responsibility for our unauthorized flight.

“You shouldn't have done that,” I protest, but Selene presses two fingers against my lips, silencing me.

“I'd do it a million times over, consequences be damned,” she replies. “Now come on, you need to clean up. You smell like surgery.”

The locker room is empty when we enter, and Selene settles onto one of the benches, trying to look casual but failing miserably.

“You can wait in the cafeteria if you prefer. I'll be there in fifteen minutes,” I offer.

“If you really want me to leave, I will, but I'd hate to miss the show,” she teases, biting her lower lip as I start undressing.

The hot shower water works wonders on my back muscles, but there's something electrifying about knowing Selene is right there, even if she can't see through the wooden door.

“Let me help,” she whispers, wrapping me in a towel and kissing my forehead as I step out.

She positions herself behind me, gently drying my back and shoulders, her fingers leaving trails of fire wherever they brush against my skin.

“Selene…” my voice quivers when she dries my breasts.

“Let me take care of you,” she whispers in my ear as I lean my head back, her hands wandering lower.

The towel falls forgotten to the floor, replaced by her caresses, her fingers cupping my breasts, tracing their outline with infinite tenderness.

Selene smiles and takes my hand, leading me to one of the benches. She sits me down carefully and kneels between my legs. She kisses my stomach with near-reverence, as if worshiping it, while I thread my fingers through her hair and kiss the top of her head.

Then, she straightens up to kiss my neck, later leaving a trail of fire on my collarbone and throat, making me sigh when she gently bites my chin. And when she moves down to my nipples, each kiss provokes a gasp, a moan, a plea to continue.

I arch my back, feeling her tongue circling my areola, rotating around my hardened nipples, filling the quiet locker room with moans.

Selene moves her hands downward, tracing my hips with her fingertips until reaching my thighs and spreading my legs even wider. She leans in, her warm breath against my skin, and an electric current runs through my entire body the moment I feel her lips on my sex. She licks it slowly, as if discovering a secret treasure, pressing in just the right places, setting a perfect rhythm.

And when her tongue plays with my clit, a wave of pleasure floods me, making me tremble. She stops right when she notices I'm about to reach orgasm, pulls away, locks eyes with me and smiles.

And it kills me with desperation.

“Don't stop,” I protest, pushing her head against my sex.

She returns to my clit, licks it slowly, then quickly, changes rhythm again, makes me scream with pleasure and, too soon, gives me an orgasm that breaks with the force of a gale.

She caresses my thighs softly, kissing my pubis until I catch my breath, and then hugs my waist while I stroke her mane. In silence, together, because in moments like this, words aren't necessary.

“I don't want you to think this was just because of the adrenaline rush from surgery,” I whisper, kissing her forehead after finishing getting dressed.

“I know,” she assures.

“Good.”

“And I won't let you hide behind those walls you build up again,” she reminds me.

“I won't, but I should update Holly's mother on her condition.”

With our fingers intertwined, the walk to the pediatric wing feels different somehow. Some nurses turn to look at us, but I don't pull away, don't bother maintaining professional distance. This is the real Alexia Winters, not the ice queen everyone thinks I am.

“Doctor!” Vivian practically jumps from her chair when she sees me.

“Everything went perfectly,” I assure her. “Of course, there's always potential for post-operative complications, but we'll handle any issues as they arise. If they arise at all.”

“Is my baby okay?” she asks, eyes brimming with tears.

“She's better than okay. The compatibility rate for this heart is exceptionally high. She'll need to stay in the ICU for a few days, but everything points to success.”

“I can't stop thinking about the family who lost their child in that car accident, but thanks to them, my Holly can live. I'll be forever grateful,” she sighs, sinking back into her chair.

“Their decision to donate organs has saved several children's lives,” Selene adds. “Those parents, in their grief, did something truly beautiful.”

Outside, snow continues to fall, but somehow, now that we're back in the hospital and the surgery is over, watching the snowfall feels almost beautiful.

“When can I see her?” Vivian asks, wiping her eyes with her palm.

“If all goes well, we'll extubate her tomorrow, and she might spend New Year's Eve in her regular room,” I tell her, instinctively crossing my fingers, hoping my words come true.

But the joy is short-lived. A nurse appears with a troubled expression, announcing that the hospital board wants to see us both immediately.

I let out a resigned sigh as I say goodbye to Holly's mother. After the surgery's success and what happened in the locker room, I'd almost forgotten about the potential consequences of disobeying hospital protocols.

“Whatever happens, we're in this together,” I say, squeezing Selene's hand before we enter.

“Together,” she repeats, nodding. “Whatever happens, it was worth it,” she assures me.

I take a deep breath as I open the door, but instead of the firing squad I expected, I find a room full of smiling faces. Even Safira looks pleased, which is highly unusual for her.

“Our Christmas miracle team,” the board president announces, raising a champagne flute in our direction.

“You're not angry?” Selene asks, as surprised as I am. “We broke quite a few protocols with an unauthorized flight and…”

“And got the best publicity this hospital has seen in decades,” another board member, a millionaire who I think runs one of the country's top law firms, chimes in. “Don't know how the press found out, but the story's everywhere.”

“Anonymous source, apparently,” Arya adds, shrugging, though she can barely contain her laughter.

“It's going viral. A Christmas miracle story people can't stop following. Our PR department is swamped, and once the girl is out of danger, we need to hold a press conference. The mayor himself insisted on being present to say a few words.”

“So, we're not getting fired or anything?” Selene asks nervously.

“Fired? No, they'd probably burn down the hospital if we did that. Actually, with all this media coverage, we've already received our first donations, and more will surely follow. It's the story everyone wants to hear at Christmas. Makes us dream.”

“What about the FAA? My pilot's license?” Selene persists.

“They'll look the other way,” the board president assures her. “Though in the future, try to save lives with a bit less drama. It worked out this time, but it could have been a real nightmare,” he adds, raising his bushy eyebrows.

As the board members start a second round of what must be very expensive champagne, I rest my forehead against Selene's, seeing a mix of relief and joy in her eyes.

And as I kiss her, not caring who might be watching, I think about Holly, sedated in the ICU with a new heart beating in her tiny chest. About Vivian's tears of joy. About how sometimes the best Christmas gifts are the ones you never knew you needed.

And for the first time in years, I feel completely happy.


Chapter 12

Selene  

“Would you like to have dinner with me?” I blurt out the moment we exit the boardroom, my heart thundering against my ribs.

I've always been terrible at this kind of thing. Even though we've made love and my heart skips several beats every time this woman looks at me, I get the impression she's hesitant to take the next step.

She freezes mid-step, her eyes widening in surprise, her thumb suspended over her lucky pen. I can almost see the gears turning in her mind as she searches for an excuse to say no. Right now, even a simple “I'm too tired after surgery” would suffice. I'd get the hint.

“Are you serious?”

“Um… yeah, of course. But only if you'd like to. Maybe you'd prefer to rest and…” I'm an idiot, practically handing her reasons to decline.

“I'd love to,” she admits, her voice dropping to a soft murmur.

“Really? I mean, great! I know this little place in Brooklyn that serves the best Italian food outside Italy. At least according to an old army buddy whose family was from Naples.”

“There aren't any escalators involved, right?”

Her face is so serious that it takes me a moment to realize she's joking.

“Don't judge until you try the food,” I warn when I notice her studying the small restaurant, tucked between a laundromat and a 24-hour convenience store. The Christmas lights framing the door blink erratically, without rhythm, giving the place a chaotic charm.

“I haven't said anything. This place is…” she pauses, perhaps searching for a diplomatic word.

“I know it's not up to the country club standards you're probably used to on weekends, but I swear the food is incredible.”

“I was just going to say it's unexpected, and I rarely go to the country club — only when I'm with my family in Connecticut.”

Inside, the warmth envelops us, a welcome respite from the street's chill. The aroma of tomato sauce, garlic, and fresh-baked bread makes my mouth water.

“Selene! La mia bella pilota!” Marco exclaims as I enter. “And who is this bellissima donna with you?”

“This is Dr. Alexia Winters. She's a surgeon I work with at Watson Memorial.”

I hesitate for a moment, wondering if I should introduce her as “my girlfriend” or if that would be too formal, since I'm not even sure where we stand. Marco attempts to hug her, as he did with me, only to be met with a stiff, cold handshake.

“Ah, a dottoressa! Come, I have the perfect table. Away from the door — we don't want the doctor catching a cold.”

He leads us to a small booth in a corner, partially hidden behind a wooden partition covered with vintage photos of southern Italy, and leaves a carafe of wine we haven't ordered.

“Tell me something — do you always carry that pen, or is it just for special occasions like unauthorized helicopter flights through snowstorms?” I ask, attempting to break the ice.

“It was my friend Laura's. She gave it to me the Christmas when… well, you know. Said I'd need it to write prescriptions when I became a doctor, but I've never actually used it. I'm not even sure if it still writes,” she confesses, her voice dropping with a hint of sadness.

“I'm sorry. It's beautiful that you carry it. My sister Emily had a small stuffed penguin. She slept with it during her hospital stays. It's been with me on every flight,” I admit.

Before we can continue, Marco returns with a basket of fresh bread and two plates of Gorgonzola scaloppini that smell divine.

“For the Watson Memorial Hospital heroines. On the house,” he announces proudly. “Selene, if you need more bread for the sauce, just say the word.”

“What's this? How did you know that…?”

“You're on every news channel!” he exclaims with exaggerated hand gestures. “The brave pilot and the brilliant surgeon who flew through a Christmas snowstorm to save a little girl's life. A beautiful story,” he adds before disappearing back to the kitchen.

“I swear I'm going to kill Arya,” Alexia mutters, rolling her eyes.

The conversation flows naturally, as if we've known each other forever, and this is starting to feel more and more like a romantic date.

“Can I ask you something?” she suddenly inquires.

“You just did,” I tease, hastily swallowing a piece of bread soaked in Gorgonzola sauce.

“There's been rumors for weeks that you're leaving New York,” she whispers.

“For weeks?”

“Well, I might have asked about you a few times before we started talking,” she admits, blushing.

“Boston's offering better pay,” I confess.

“So you're leaving?”

“I told them no. I'm staying in New York.”

“Is it because of the coffee at Watson Memorial?”

“And because of a certain brilliant doctor who makes nurses cry but saves seven-year-old girls' lives and isn't afraid of snowstorms,” I acknowledge with a wink.

“I don't make nurses cry.”

“But you are kind of strict, and they're sometimes afraid of you. Well, often.”

“You're impossible. You've left me speechless. I don't even know what to say.”

“I hope you'll at least say you want to try this with me because otherwise, I'm making a bad business decision staying,” I joke, shrugging.

The kiss she gives me is interrupted by Marco again, bringing us the house's famous tiramisu, which we also didn't order, insisting on taking a photo with us for the restaurant's Instagram.

Hand in hand as we walk toward her apartment, Manhattan's streets seem different. It's strange how everything changes when you're with someone who matters.

“This is it,” she announces, stopping in front of a red-brick building. “Would you like to come up for a nightcap?”

“Is that what they're calling it these days?”

“You're quite the comedian tonight. You're starting to sound like Arya. But truthfully, I'd like you to spend the night,” she confesses, her voice lowering as a slight blush colors her cheeks.

Her apartment is exactly as I expected — meticulously organized, minimalist, yet somehow warm and inviting. Several medical journals rest in neat stacks on the dining table, and a framed photo hangs on one wall. The same one from her office, but larger. Laura and her as children.

“Sorry if it's a bit messy,” she apologizes. “Nobody usually comes in here,” she admits, vaguely gesturing around with her finger.

“Messy? Wow! You should see my apartment. That's what I call messy.”

Sitting on the couch, fingers intertwined between kisses and gentle caresses, we talk about everything and nothing. Our families, our dreams. Our fears too. Alexia tells me about her childhood in Connecticut, about the pressure to succeed, about the emotional distance she turned into her shield. I describe growing up in a small Brooklyn house with five brothers, all boys. About the pain of losing my only sister, about the peace I find when I'm flying.

As the night progresses, our conversation becomes more intimate. We discuss our fears, the vulnerabilities we try to hide. Alexia confesses her fear of failure, of not being good enough because of the insecurities her mother instilled in her since childhood. I admit my fear of losing someone else, of not being able to protect them. It's strange how easy it is to be honest with her, to lower my guard and show her the parts of myself I usually keep hidden.

I acknowledge I came up to her apartment thinking about sex, but somehow, this is even more intimate. And as we drift off to sleep, her head resting on my chest, I'm starting to be certain that I've finally found the perfect place to land.


Chapter 13

Alexia

“Blood pressure's dropping dangerously, 85/50,” Miguel announces while we work on repairing the aortic valve of our patient — just a child, really. Her skin is pale as winter moonlight under the harsh operating room lights.

“Come on, Katie,” I whisper, my gloved fingers steady despite the tension coiling in my chest. “Just a little longer. Your mom's waiting to show you the snow.”

“Dr. Winters?” One of the residents catches my attention, his voice trembling with concern. “Should we consider putting her back on cardiopulmonary bypass?”

“No, her heart can handle this. We just need to trust a little more,” I assert, surprising myself — confidence has never been my strong suit. The metallic tang of blood mingles with the sharp antiseptic scent that permeates the operating room.

As luck would have it, the valve seats perfectly, and while I'm closing the sutures, I catch myself humming that ridiculous song about giant pigeons that Selene invented for Holly. The melody echoes softly against the steady beep of the monitors.

“Well, that's something I never thought I'd see,” Miguel teases, rolling his eyes.

“Let's focus on closing up,” I growl, but the warmth in my chest betrays my stern tone.

My brief moment of triumph shatters when a nurse with fear etched across her face delivers the bad news just as I'm about to leave the OR. “Dr. Winters, it's Holly Thompson. Her fever's spiking.”

My stomach twists into knots. Post-operative infections in transplant patients are particularly dangerous, and the little girl's new heart isn't fully adapted yet. Now that we've moved her to the regular ward, it's even more precarious.

Halfway to Holly's room, Selene falls into step beside me. She doesn't say anything, just nods hello, matching my hurried pace. She must have heard what's happening.

“She was so happy just a couple of hours ago,” Vivian explains, worry lines creasing her forehead. “She wouldn't stop talking about learning to fly with Selene, and then suddenly…”

“It doesn't have to be serious,” I reassure her, the words smooth from years of practice. “A fever can be caused by countless things, but with a newly transplanted heart, we need to be cautious. I don't see any cardiac dysfunction, so we can almost certainly rule out organ rejection, which would be our biggest concern.”

“The giant pigeons,” Holly mumbles, her voice feverish and distant. “Look, they're wearing Santa hats.”

“We'll do a culture and start broad-spectrum antibiotics. We might need to adjust the immunosuppressants — mycophenolate sometimes causes fever as a side effect. Hey, Vivian, don't worry, she'll be fine, you'll see,” I promise, squeezing her shoulder.

Late in the afternoon, I catch my reflection in the locker room mirror while pulling my hair into a ponytail. The woman staring back at me seems different somehow. Still controlled, still austere, but there's something there that wasn't present just days ago.

Then I remember. New Year's Eve shift. For the past twelve years, I've volunteered to work that night. While everyone celebrates the arrival of the new year, I stay at the hospital, clinging to the solitude of a strange, always too-quiet night.

I wonder if it's too late to change it. It would be incredible to spend that night with Selene, watch the fireworks, or swing by Times Square to welcome the New Year.

“Admiring how hot you look in scrubs?” Arya asks as she bursts through the door, her surgical cap covered in snowmen.

“Some of us have work to do.”

“Right, that's why you're staring at yourself in the mirror like a lovesick teenager. Or maybe you're debating whether to text a certain helicopter pilot?” she asks, wiggling her eyebrows as she starts changing.

“I'm in a hurry,” I blurt, trying to escape the locker room before she starts saying something ridiculous.

“Have you noticed how Selene seems to know your surgery schedule these past couple days? Bet one of those Christmas elves is leaking it to her.”

“Arya!” I protest, though the smile tugging at my lips gives me away.

“Did you just throw your surgical cap at me? That's workplace violence, HR has a whole protocol about this kind of thing and-”

“You haven't been to an HR meeting since you started at this hospital. Well, maybe for some protests, but that's it,” I remind her, rolling my eyes. “Think it's too late to change the New Year's Eve schedule?”

“You know New Year's Eve is tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah, I know,” I admit with a huff. “I wish I could spend it with Selene.”

“You can.”

“I'm on call,” I remind her.

“Yeah, like always during the holidays, but that doesn't mean you can't celebrate New Year's with Selene. Ask her on a hospital date. Do something special in the cafeteria or lock your office door, and you know…” she adds, making an obscene gesture with her fingers.

“You're insane.”

“True, but it's not a bad idea. Might not be ideal, but it's better than nothing, right? Oh, saved by your phone buzz,” she groans as I receive Holly's culture results.

I signal her to wait while I hurry to check them.

“That smile?”

“We've got the cause of the infection,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief.

“Well, your girl's with her right now. Better hurry, Winters, before she slips away.”

I shake my head, amused, as she heads for the shower, though I'm not sure if my joy comes from knowing Selene's in the hospital, Arya's comments, or Holly's test results.

“Hey, Arya!” I shout before leaving the locker room. “That idea of yours? Not bad at all.”

I stop by the nursing station to adjust the girl's medication and head to room 305. When I arrive, Selene is kneeling by the bed, telling an absurd story about Christmas elves who change the time in Times Square and manage to make the big light ball drop forty minutes late, so a seven-year-old can make it to the celebration.

“Can I talk to you for a moment?” I ask after assuring Vivian that Holly will be much better in just a few hours with the new medication.

Selene looks at me curiously but follows me out of the room, her steps small and hesitant, perhaps surprised by my cryptic request.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, I just wanted to propose something… unusual. See, the thing is, I'd like to celebrate New Year's with you and…”

“That's unusual? Wow…” she interrupts, placing her right hand over her heart in a dramatic gesture.

“I'm on call and can't change it now. Would it be weird if we had dinner here and maybe watched the fireworks from the roof garden? I mean, if you want to — we haven't discussed it, you probably have plans for that night.”

“My plans include celebrating New Year's with a green-eyed doctor. I don't care if it's in Times Square, on the Watson Memorial rooftop, flying through a snowstorm, or locked in your office.”

“Are you serious?”

“I'll bring dinner,” she offers with a wink.


Chapter 14

Selene 

“Wait, hold up — let me get this straight,” Arya cuts me off through the phone, her voice bubbling with excitement. “You want to dress up as a Christmas elf to celebrate New Year's Eve with Alexia? Holy shit, I'm in!” she shrieks.

“You're in?”

“Yeah, we've got this fancy dinner and dance thing a block away, but this sounds way more fun. We could turn it into a surprise for the kids in pediatrics. I'll call some volunteers to bring special dinner and Christmas decorations. Leave the costumes to me,” she rattles off, words tumbling out in a rush.

“Well, technically, according to the hospital legend — which I'm sure you made up yourself — the Watson Memorial Christmas elves should've been here since the holidays started. We're just making them… visible now,” I tease.

“God, that's fucking perfect, you smartass,” Arya squeals. “The Ice Queen invites you on a New Year's Eve date at the hospital, and you want to turn pediatrics into Santa's village. Brilliant. Damn, why didn't I think of that? Already ordered the costumes while we were talking — green velvet with tons of bells,” she announces. “And pointy ears — the good kind, silicone, not those plastic ones that hurt after ten minutes.”

“Gotta go, Marco's calling — he's a friend who owns an Italian restaurant. I ordered a special dinner for Alexia on the rooftop garden.”

When I end the call, my phone explodes with messages. Looks like Arya spread the word, and half the Watson Memorial staff is eager to join in, even if just to bring some food, spare costumes, or decorations to make the night special for the youngest patients.

I'm not usually sentimental, but my eyes well up as I catch sight of the small penguin plushie sitting on my dresser. Emily would have loved this — transforming the cold hospital corridors into a magical realm, if only for one night. “A decorated room makes it easier to be brave,” she used to say.

This time, we’re decorating the whole damn pediatric wing.

***

“Thanks for all this,” I whisper in awe the next day, watching the decorations already taking shape.

“Hey, don't get all soft on me now, smart ass,” Arya jokes. “Save it for when your doctor shows up in a few hours.”

I look around at how the pediatric wing has transformed into something straight out of a Christmas movie. Decorations everywhere, multiple Christmas trees, windows covered in frost. The kids stare in wonder, and for once, their laughter drowns out the usual beeping of monitors.

“Are you one of those elves who come to the hospital at Christmas?” a little girl in a wheelchair asks, tugging at Arya's costume.

“Just a very festive doctor — the Christmas elves are much sneakier. They're in Safira's office right now, stealing all her office supplies so we can have a drawing contest.”

“I heard that, Dr. Kumari,” the administrator calls from the other end of the hall, probably on her way home.

“Where should I put the kids' food?” Miguel asks, sporting a blinking reindeer nose. “They brought so much it barely fits in the playroom.”

It's like half the hospital decided to show up with something — nurses, interns, even some doctors chose to stay tonight to help. Everyone's dressed up however they could — some just wearing Santa hats, others as elves or Santa Claus — and watching the amazement on the kids' and parents' faces is priceless.

“Per la mia bella pilota e la sua dottoressa,” Marco announces, arriving with several plates of fresh-made food.

While I wait for Alexia, this usually somber part of the hospital fills with joy. Parents who've spent months watching their children battle diseases no kid should face smile happily, if only for a few hours. The pediatric nurses who've held these families through their darkest days help the little ones hang garlands.

“You okay?” Arya asks as I wipe tears with my palm.

“Yeah, it's just… damn, it's perfect,” I sigh. “My sister Emily would have loved this.”

“She's here,” she whispers. “In every one of these kids' smiles. You brought the magic.”

“Dr. Winters, the elves came!” Holly shouts as Alexia appears, freezing in place, her mouth open as if words got stuck in her throat.

“Oh my God,” she finally breathes.

“Doctor, the Christmas elves came,” Holly insists. “The real ones. Well, and Selene and Dr. Kumari dressed up too. But the hospital elves set all this up,” she declares, pointing around while her mother keeps crying.

“You need to wear elf ears — new hospital protocol,” Arya states, handing Alexia a pair of ears that she stares at in confusion.

And there it is — at that moment, the final ice wall crumbles as she kneels before Holly's wheelchair and lets the little girl place the pointy ears on her head.

“Now you match Selene,” the little girl declares proudly.

“Wait, one more thing — someone take a picture,” Arya interrupts, pulling out mistletoe and stretching her arm to hold it above our heads.

I turn to Alexia, expecting her usual eye-roll at Dr. Kumari's antics, but instead, she grabs my costume lapels and kisses me in front of everyone, making my heart skip several beats.

The floor erupts in cheers and whistles — okay, mostly from Arya, but everyone else joins in.

“When I invited you to dinner for New Year's Eve, I just meant dinner, this is…”

She doesn't finish because tears escape my eyes. If Emily's watching me from somewhere, she's probably laughing at her big sister dressed as an elf. But I know she'd be proud, too. Proud that her final Christmas wish before dying — bringing joy to other kids trapped in some hospital — lives on.


Chapter 15

Alexia  

The pediatric wing falls silent as night descends, tiny patients tucked into their beds. For the first time since I started working at this hospital, I've welcomed the New Year from the rooftop. What was meant to be a romantic date with Selene transformed into an impromptu gathering — our intimate moment crashed by the folks who'd come to help with the elf situation. Even the staff from the New Year's party two blocks away ditched Times Square to join us up here.

“Ready to head home, Doctor?” Selene's lips brush against my forehead as we rest in one of the on-call room beds.

“Perfect night,” I yawn, stretching my arms with a smile playing on my lips.

“It really was. Who knew celebrating New Year's at a hospital could be this romantic?”

The snow-covered streets feel different tonight as we walk home. The city sleeps, and holding Selene's hand feels like pure magic.

“Stop!” My heart leaps into my throat as I turn the key in the lock.

“What's wrong?”

“There's a light on in the living room. Someone's been inside.”

“Don't be silly, you probably left it on by accident.”

“No way,” I protest. “We should call the police.”

Selene's cheeks flush pink as she rolls her eyes. “Shit, I'm such an idiot. It was supposed to be a surprise,” she mutters.

“A surprise?”

“Just go in,” she nudges me with her chin toward the doorway.

And there it is — a small plastic Christmas tree, decorated in obvious haste, with poorly wrapped presents scattered beneath it.

“Did you do this?” I ask, amazed.

“I might have conspired with Miguel to get your spare key,” she admits with a shrug. “Don't worry, it was for a good cause. I hated seeing your place without any decorations.”

“You broke into my apartment to put up Christmas decorations?”

I should be angry, or at least annoyed, but instead, I bite back a laugh.

“Well, 'decorations' might be stretching it. Just a tiny tree, some garland, and presents. And technically, I didn't break in since I used your spare key — without permission, sure, but then it wouldn't have been a surprise.”

“I can't decide whether to kill you or kiss you,” I tease, pressing my hand to my forehead.

“I vote for the second option.”

“Jesus, you scared me half to death,” I complain, my hand over my racing heart. “I was convinced we had burglars.”

“Let me make you coffee to make up for it,” she winks, guiding me to the couch. “Later, we can open presents and watch a Christmas movie. No schedules, no medical protocols, no checking your phone every thirty seconds. Just us. Relaxed, okay?”

While she bustles in the kitchen, I study the presents under the tree with amusement. Gift-wrapping clearly isn't her strong suit — she's made quite a mess of it. One package, obviously a book, has paper too short on one side, the title visible along the spine. Another smaller gift is wrapped in cartoon paper, all crinkled and secured with blue electrical tape.

“Good thing I'm not dating you for your gift-wrapping skills,” I call out as she returns with two steaming mugs.

“I know January first isn't the usual gift-giving day, but it seemed silly to wait until next Christmas,” she says apologetically. “Just… don't expect anything fancy or expensive.”

“One's definitely a book — I can see the title,” I point out.

“Hope you like that author at least.”

“I do. I'll start with the small one and pretend to be surprised about the book,” I suggest.

But when I open the small package, there's no need to fake surprise — my jaw drops like something out of a cartoon. Inside is a pen. Not just any pen, but one identical to my lucky pen, the one Laura gave me before she died.

“Holy shit,” I whisper, turning it between my fingers. “It's the same model, except this one's…”

“New,” Selene finishes my sentence. “I even tested it to make sure it works.”

I'm speechless, just staring at the pen, rotating it over and over in my hands.

“Please say something,” Selene sighs. “You don't like it?”

“I love it,” I confess. “How did you find it? They stopped making this model twenty years ago.”

“Let's just say I have connections,” she smiles. “A friend owns some antique shops, and I sneaked a photo of your lucky pen one day. Wasn't easy to track down, but there it is. Now you can write prescriptions with it like you wanted and keep the original safe in your pocket. It's not about the object itself, or what it's worth — it's about what it represents.”

Wrapped around the old pen is a handwritten note: “To help you keep saving lives, while remembering it's okay to hold onto a little magic.”

“I love it,” I whisper.

“Arya told me once that medicine is equal parts science and magic, so that's where the message came from. It's okay to keep your little quirks,” she adds, leaning in to kiss me.

I melt into her embrace, resting my head on her shoulder. The new pen slides into my pocket next to the old one. Present and past. Loss and hope.

“Merry Christmas, Doctor Winters,” she murmurs into my hair.

“I have something for you too,” I admit, surprised by the emotion in my voice.

“Really? Damn, I thought I was being super original with the January first presents and… you had the same idea?”

“I wish I could say yes, but now I understand why Arya was so insistent about preparing something for today. She's such a little shit, as she'd say herself.”

I pull the envelope from my purse and hand it to her. My hands shake slightly, something that never happens. Selene looks at me curiously, her blue eyes sparkling with a childlike innocence that makes my knees weak.

“What is it?” she asks excitedly, turning the envelope in her hands without opening it, almost like a kid on Christmas morning.

“Open it and find out.”

Selene pulls out the contents: half a dozen letters, some handwritten, others typed. I watch as she unfolds the first one and holds her breath before reading aloud.

“Lieutenant Callahan: You might not remember me, but I'll never forget you. I'm James Cooper, from the 247th platoon. It's been almost eight years since that night in Kandahar, but the echo of your helicopter approaching remains the most beautiful sound I've ever heard…”

Her eyes fill with tears. She looks at me, unable to continue.

“How…?” she asks with a long sigh.

“Keep reading,” I whisper, moving closer to rub her lower back.

“…No one else dared to fly that night. The sandstorm was brutal, and the gunfire wouldn't stop. We had three critical casualties and communications were barely working. But you came. Again and again, we heard your Black Hawk roaring above us, like a guardian angel refusing to abandon us. Because of you, I got to meet my daughter Emma. Every time I look at her, I remember I'm alive because one crazy pilot dared to challenge hell itself to save us.”

Selene sobs, wiping away a tear with her palm before moving to the next letter.

“Some say the darkest moments bring out the best in people. You brought out the best in all of us. Not just through your extraordinary piloting skills, but through your humanity. For staying after rescues, holding the wounded's hands while telling them stories about New York. For making us doctors laugh when the weight of war became too much. For reminding us that kindness existed even in the worst places…”

Tears flow freely down her face as she reads letter after letter. There are grateful testimonials from soldiers, nurses, military doctors. They all speak of her courage, her compassion, specific moments where her presence meant the difference between life and death.

“Nicole Wright helped me contact them,” I explain. “When I mentioned your name, she went quiet for a moment, then told me you were a legend among the medical teams in Afghanistan. You never told me about your Silver Star for valor. Three consecutive flights to evacuate Bagram base while under attack. Wow. And you don't even brag about it.”

“Alexia…” her voice breaks as she hugs the letters tight against her chest. “This is… God, I can't…”

“You're incredible. I already admired you as a person, but learning this part of your life has been amazing. So many things make sense now. The way you get the hospital kids to smile with your stories, how Holly dreams of being like you someday. You show them that even in the darkest days, someone's always fighting for them.”

“I'm crying like an idiot,” she admits.

“You're still the bravest person I've ever met, even if we nearly killed ourselves in that snowstorm. Happy New Year, Selene Callahan,” I whisper against her lips, sealing the moment with a kiss.


Chapter 16

Alexia 

The phone vibrates against my hip as I drift into that sweet space between sleep and consciousness, my head nestled on Selene's chest, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on my back. The soft cotton of her t-shirt carries her scent — a mix of vanilla and something uniquely her. For a moment, I consider ignoring it, but something pulls at me, and when I see the name on the screen, my heart nearly stops.

“Shit,” I mutter through clenched teeth as I read the message.

“Your mother's in Manhattan?” Selene's eyes widen in surprise when I tell her what it's about.

“Apparently so,” I admit with a huff that betrays my frustration. “She says she's 'in the area,'” I make air quotes around the phrase. “In mom-speak, that means 'I have something important to tell you, and I've come all the way to Manhattan, so drop whatever you're doing and contact me right now.'”

“Well, invite her over.”

“I don't think that's a good idea,” I protest.

“Come on, she's your mother.”

“Things don't usually end well when we see each other,” I argue.

“Don't be stupid,” she insists. “If she's in Manhattan, she won't leave easily. Besides, I'm great with mothers, you'll see.”

“Yeah, not this mother,” I murmur.

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“Last Christmas. She told me I needed to hurry up because my 'biological clock was ticking.' Right in front of the whole family,” I explain, the memory still stinging.

“Jesus.”

“That's what I said. Then she added that with my temper, no wonder I was single.”

“Well, you're not single now. Plus, you just made the news for saving a kid's life. You're happy now,” she pauses. “You are happy, right?”

“Of course I am, silly. That's exactly why I don't want to see my mother. No matter what I achieve in life, it's never enough for her. It's awful,” I complain, burying my face dramatically in her neck, breathing in her comforting scent.

“Come on, tell her to come over. Show her who you really are, not who she always wanted you to be,” she suggests, picking up my phone from the couch. “I'll be your backup.”

“You'll stay?”

“Wouldn't leave you alone for anything. From what you're telling me, facing your mother alone is more dangerous than flying blind in a snowstorm,” she jokes, leaning in to kiss my forehead.

“She'll probably hate you, just warning you.”

“Most likely, but if I survived two tours in Afghanistan, I should survive your mother. Call her — the sooner you get this over with, the better,” she insists, nodding toward my phone.

I take a deep breath, letting it out slowly as I hit the call button, and her shrill voice cuts through the line.

“Alexia, about time. I was beginning to think you were in emergency surgery on New Year's Day. Isn't that your thing, volunteering for all the shifts nobody wants?”

I shake my head slowly while Selene tries to suppress her laughter. I've put the phone on speaker so she can see I'm not exaggerating about my mother. Then she wonders why I don't call more often. No 'hello,' no 'how are you.' Straight to criticism.

“Hi, Mom. Selene and I would love for you to come over for coffee this afternoon if you're not too busy. Since you're in the area…”

I know perfectly well she's not busy, and she's in the area precisely because she wants to talk to me in person. Still, for some unknown reason, since I was a child, communications in the Winters family have always involved dancing around the point.

“Who's Selene?” she asks in an odd tone.

“She's my girlfriend, Mom.”

“And you hadn't told me? What's her specialty? Surgery too?”

“She's not a doctor. She's a helicopter pilot,” I explain.

A pause.

Long.

Too long.

And Selene's efforts to contain her laughter are starting to fail; she has to bury her face in a cushion to muffle the sound.

“Helicopter pilot,” she sighs.

It's not a question, not even a statement. It's her way of belittling people. She has that ability, just by changing her intonation. She and her friends.

“I see…” she murmurs. “Would twenty minutes work for you? Should I bring anything? The last time I was at that apartment, you served truly horrible coffee. You're still in that tiny little apartment, aren't you?”

She doesn't even let me answer. The questions come rapid-fire without a single pause, as if she doesn't need to breathe.

“I'll be there in twenty minutes,” she announces before hanging up without waiting for confirmation.

“Damn, your mother is quite the character,” Selene says, amused.

“What have I done?”

“Should I wear what I wore to dinner last night?”

“The Christmas elf costume?”

“No, the formal clothes I changed into later.”

“Don't go overboard, but let's find you something. She'd have a heart attack if she saw you in that tank top without a bra.”

“A while ago you were saying how good I looked in it,” she teases, checking herself out in the mirror.

The knock on the door comes at exactly three o'clock. My mother has never been late for anything in her life. Never early either. She prides herself on arriving at precisely the right moment.

“You look perfect, relax. You've got this, it's just a visit from your mother,” Selene whispers, watching me smooth down my blouse with my palms while checking in the mirror that my ponytail is properly secured.

When I open the door, my mother sweeps in like a winter wind. Her Carolina Herrera coat is immaculate despite the falling snow, telling me she was either very close by or took a taxi right to the door. She surveys my apartment before saying hello, likely cataloging every flaw and misplaced item in her mind.

“Darling.” Mom leans in for her signature air-kiss, never quite making contact — one of her many peculiarities. The scent of her Chanel perfume fills my nostrils, bringing back memories of countless society events and disapproving looks. “I see you're still living in this… charming little place. Doesn't that hospital pay you enough? You could move to Connecticut, work under me. You'd earn more, save money. New York is so expensive.”

“We've been through this before, Mom. At your hospital, I wouldn't be able to perform cardiac surgeries and-”

“But you'd make an excellent general surgeon,” she cuts me off, fixing her gaze on Selene while raising her perfectly groomed eyebrows with millimeter precision.

“Mom, this is Selene,” I say.

“Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Winters,” Selene extends her hand, but Mom's handshake is so brief it borders on dismissive. At least she spared Selene the air-kiss treatment.

“My daughter tells me you're a helicopter pilot? How adventurous!”

“That's right.”

“So you ferry executives around? When we spent summers at our Martha's Vineyard beach house, we used one of those helicopters. Took us straight from Connecticut, helped us avoid traffic. Now Alexia never wants to go and-”

“I transport organs for transplants, not executives,” Selene interjects politely. “I fly hospital to hospital, not to Martha's Vineyard, Nantucket, the Hamptons, or any of those places.”

“I see. Wouldn't you make more money doing something else?”

“Probably, but I guarantee you that carrying organs that will save lives is far more rewarding. Would you like some coffee?”

Traitor.

Mom makes a noncommittal gesture, which Selene takes as her cue to escape to the kitchen, leaving me alone in the crosshairs.

“Do you remember James Rochester, Caroline's son? He just made partner at his father's law firm. I always thought you two would end up together.”

I just smile and shrug. James is a good friend, though the reason we spent so much time together as teenagers was to keep our parents off our backs. I wonder if Mom knows he's gay yet. Based on her comment, I'm guessing not.

“You have horrible dark circles under your eyes, by the way. You should try this cream I've been recommended-”

“Alexia was on call at the hospital all night,” Selene interrupts, setting down the coffee cups.

“Oh, I see. I'll send you the name of the cream anyway,” Mom insists, examining her coffee as if Selene might have poisoned it or spit in it. Arya probably would have, but not Selene.

We sit in silence for a long while, but knowing my mother, this can't be good.

“All these night shifts… You should think about settling down, you're not an intern anymore. And this tiny apartment… You know we could help you buy something more suitable, maybe facing Central Park.”

“This place is more than adequate, Mom, and it's close to the hospital. From Central Park, it would take forever to get there. It's not about money.”

“I'm just worried about you, darling,” she cuts me off. “I mean, this tiny place… What would your father say?”

“I honestly wouldn't know,” the words escape before I can stop them. “Neither of you has ever approved of almost anything I do. Nothing's ever good enough.”

Mom stares at me with an expression I can't decipher. I'm not sure if she's angry at my comment, or if she's giving me that look she used to give me as a child when she thought I was being stupid.

“I see you're still as dramatic as ever,” she sighs with a dismissive gesture, probably practiced in front of a mirror until it looked elegant. “I suppose I should be grateful you at least studied medicine instead of…” she glances at Selene, and for a moment, I fear the worst.

“Alexia is one of the country's top cardiothoracic surgeons,” Selene says beside me, maintaining her composure. “She's a leading authority in open-heart surgery on pediatric patients.”

Of course, Mom knows this, or should know it, being a doctor herself, but for some reason I've never understood, she always chooses to ignore it.

“And I suppose you help her get those organs with your little helicopter? How convenient…” Again, she raises an eyebrow with millimeter precision.

“Mom, please, let's drop this conversation, I don't want to-”

I pause. Too long because suddenly, I can't find the words when I notice she's not wearing the diamond ring Dad gave her when they got married.

“Why didn't Dad come?” I ask fearfully, and her perfect facade cracks.

“Your father… is taking time with his new legal assistant. She's twenty-seven,” she adds with contempt.

“Jesus, Mom,” I sigh.

The silence that follows is deafening. Mom maintains her composure, stoic, but I think if it weren't for Selene's hand squeezing mine, I'd be having a nervous breakdown.

“So that's why you came…”

“He told me I was cold, can you believe it?” she whispers, her voice breaking just slightly. “That this girl makes him feel alive. After all the sacrifices I made for this family, he runs off with a girl even younger than you. Do you think I'm cold? Tell me at least that I was a good mother.”

Selene squeezes my hand again, as if reminding me to be careful with what I'm about to say.

“Mom, I'm sure you did the best you could,” I mutter. “At least, you thought it was for my own good. Being a good mother or not, it depends, it's too subjective a concept. You turned my best friend's funeral, when I was only twelve, into a lecture about maintaining emotional distance in medicine. I still have nightmares about that. You made me feel horrible every time my grades weren't perfect enough. I…”

“You said it yourself. I only wanted what was best for you,” she interrupts, tensing up.

“I don't know, Mom. I guess so. Or what was best for your image. The perfect daughter to match the perfect life. But I'm not, Mom. I'm far from perfect. I'm a surgeon who tries to be better every day. Since I was twelve, I've been emotionally dependent on a lucky pen Laura gave me before she died. And now I'm dating a helicopter pilot who dresses up as a Christmas elf to make sick kids laugh. I'm not perfect, but I'm trying to be happy.”

“Alexia, don't think I'm not proud of you. You're the fourth generation of doctors in the family and-”

“I didn't study medicine for you, Mom,” I huff. “Not for any family tradition, either. I did it for Laura, because I promised her before she died that I'd become the kind of doctor who could have saved her. But you didn't know that, did you? Because you never asked if I liked medicine. I do, I love surgery, but you never asked. You took it for granted.”

“I never meant to-”

“You ask if you're cold? Yes, you are, Mom. You're the type of mother who makes her daughter feel like she's never good enough, who makes her daughter fight against ridiculous insecurities every day. Maybe you couldn't help it, I'm not going to judge you at this point in my life.”

“I'm running late. It's been a pleasure,” she snaps, checking her gold Rolex and standing up as if she hadn't heard a single word I said.

“You're running late?” I repeat, confused.

“I don't know how to be any other way.”

“Then learn, Mom. I'm not that little girl anymore who'd do anything for your approval. I don't need it anymore. I'm your daughter, but I'm not your reflection. What I need now is a mother I can talk to, a mother who values me. Please accept who I am. We still have time.”

She stops just before reaching the door, her hand already on the knob.

“I saw you in the news. That little girl, did she survive?”

“Yes, she survived. Her name is Holly, and she wants to be a helicopter pilot.”

“Like your Selene.”

“Yes, she was the one who flew through the snowstorm when no one else dared.”

“I see,” is all I hear before she closes the door and vanishes, leaving only a lingering scent of Chanel in the air.

“Wow, your mom is intense,” Selene whispers in my ear, hugging me from behind.

“She is,” I acknowledge. “I've never dared to say these things to her before.”

“But you did. I think in the long run it'll be really good for your relationship. She'll start seeing you as an adult woman and not still as a child who needs to be watched so she doesn't make mistakes.”

“I hope so. I really hope she understands,” I confess, turning to kiss her lips.


Chapter 17

Alexia – One Year Later

“You keep squeezing that lucky pen any harder, and you'll have a lovely ink stain on your wedding dress,” Arya says, helping me into my gown, her fingers working deftly at the buttons.

The hospital chapel feels different today, almost too small for all the people who've shown up to witness our wedding. Arya and Jackie Stone have woven white lights between the pews, and Holly's scattered what might be an excessive amount of rose petals along the aisle. The air smells like flowers and antiseptic, an odd combination that somehow feels right.

“Holy shit, your mom actually showed up,” Arya announces, jutting her chin toward a corner. My eyes follow her gesture to where my mother sits, looking like she's attending a board meeting rather than her daughter's wedding. This past year has brought us closer — or at least she's trying. She's even starting to accept Selene. Of course, she pushed for us to have the wedding at the beach house in Martha's Vineyard or, failing that, in Connecticut, but we wanted as many of our colleagues as possible to attend. It's touching to see some of them still in their white coats, having snuck away from their shifts.

My father's absence speaks volumes. Ever since he started dating that young legal assistant, he's vanished from my life. Now that she's pregnant, he's using it as an excuse, claiming the trip would be too exhausting for her. Whatever. I refuse to let his choices dim the brightness of this day.

“Dr. Winters?” Holly's voice pulls me back to reality. Selene insisted she be our ring bearer, and according to her mother, she's been bouncing off the walls with excitement for a month. “Selene says she's ready. And she looks beautiful. Like, super, super beautiful,” she repeats, nodding her head vigorously.

“Thanks, sweetie. We're coming,” I whisper with a wink.

“Want to hear a secret?”

“Sure, tell me.”

“You can't tell anyone, okay?” Holly's eyes lock onto mine with complete seriousness.

“Pinky promise.”

“Selene was crying earlier. Happy tears. But remember, it's top secret,” she whispers, adding an exaggerated wink.

“I've shed some tears too,” I confide. “And I'm sure there'll be more when I see Selene. Ready to carry those rings?”

I take a deep breath and follow the little girl. The music starts — not your typical wedding march, but “Walking on Sunshine” by Katrina and the Waves, Arya's pick to keep things upbeat.

Holly wasn't exaggerating about Selene being “super, super beautiful.” My breath catches in my throat. She stands there in a tailored white suit that makes her blue eyes pop, wearing that smile that's just for me. God, I think I could die for that smile.

“Don't you dare cry now, you'll mess up all that makeup,” Arya hisses, jabbing an elbow into my ribs.

But as I walk toward Selene, the tears come anyway. Because this isn't just about marrying the love of my life — it's about all the ways she's helped me become the best version of myself.

“Hey, beautiful,” she whispers when I reach her side. Her hand trembles slightly as we exchange rings. My fearless pilot who can fly through storms and gunfire but still gets freaked out by escalators.

The ceremony passes in a whirlwind of emotions and promises. After we kiss, the room erupts in cheers and whistles, mostly from Arya, while Holly throws her remaining rose petals into the air like confetti.

“Now comes the best part,” Selene whispers against my ear.

I smile as we head to the pediatric ward. What better way to celebrate our marriage than with the kids who brought us together?

“Last one there is a frozen stethoscope!” Arya shouts, racing Holly down the hallways and earning a disapproving glare from a group of nurses.

“Wow, it's like a princess wedding,” a little girl sighs, hands clasped over her mouth.

“It's even better than that,” I begin, surprising myself. “It's the story of a doctor who thought she had to be cold to save more people and-”

“That's you!” Holly exclaims, flashing us a gap-toothed grin. “Tell them about the giant pigeons and the snowstorm!”

While I talk, Selene moves among the children, distributing carefully chosen gifts we bought for each of them.

“Did you really fly with Selene through a storm to save Holly?” asks a girl who's been in the hospital for a month, clutching her new teddy bear.

“We sure did. And we'd do it again, for each and every one of you,” I assure them.

“Dr. Winters, can we eat Marco's chocolate cookies now?”

“Those are for after dinner,” I start to say, but Selene's hand on my shoulder reminds me that it is our wedding day, after all.

“Come on, cookies for everyone!” Arya yells, grabbing a box and starting to hand them out before I can protest. “And while we're at it, let's have Selene tell us some stories. Dr. Winters' ones are kind of boring,” she suggests, earning unanimous applause from the kids.

Selene sits cross-legged on the floor as the children and their parents form a circle around her.

“I'll tell you a secret,” she begins. “When I first met Dr. Winters, I didn't believe in magic. Not even a little bit.”

“But she has a magic lucky pen!” Holly protests, having become practically family over the past year.

“Yes, because sometimes the most powerful magic hides in unexpected places. In a lucky pen or a helicopter. Let me tell you about the time I saw a nighttime rainbow while flying.”

“That's impossible!” a twelve-year-old girl objects, though the wonder in her eyes suggests she wants to believe.

“I know it sounds impossible,” Selene continues, “but it was like all the stars decided to paint the sky in colors to show me the way. These things happen when someone very brave fights something very difficult, like when you have to go into surgery even though you're scared, or stay in the hospital instead of playing with your friends at the park.”

“What did the rainbow do?” Tommy asks, rolling a toy truck across the floor.

“That's the best part,” Selene nods. “Each color has its own special power. Red makes you braver. Yellow helps you smile, even on the hardest days. Blue helps you sleep when you're worried. And green… green's my favorite because it gives you hope that everything will be okay.”

“What about purple?” interrupts Lisa, who's starting to lose her hair to chemotherapy.

“Purple is extra special. That color is for superheroes like you because you keep fighting even when you're tired.”

She stands and walks to the window as the children's eyes follow her.

“See those snowflakes? Each one is a tiny piece of that magic rainbow. That's why they sparkle so much. Now, whenever it snows, you can remember that up there, somewhere in the clouds, there's a rainbow watching over you.”

“Like it watched over Holly last year when she needed a new heart?” one of the younger children asks.

“Exactly. And you know what else?” Selene pauses for dramatic effect, and all the kids shake their heads in unison, eyes wide. “Every time one of you is brave, even when you're scared, every time you don't give up even though you're tired or hurting... the magic rainbow grows stronger.”

Some parents discreetly wipe away tears. It's heartbreaking watching your little one sick in a hospital room while trying to stay strong and positive.

“Have you ever seen the Christmas elves at Watson Memorial?” pipes up a five-year-old. “The ones who decorate the halls at Christmas and steal papers and pens for us to draw with?”

“Oh, absolutely. I even gave them a ride in my helicopter once so they could get to the hospital faster. One of them lost his hat in the wind,” she says as the children giggle and gasp, imagining the scene. 

“Really?”

“Yes, those same elves sometimes change the time on the clocks to give us more time, because even though miracles take a while to arrive, it doesn't mean they're not on their way,” she concludes,   despite many children begging her for another story.

“Christmas elves who change the time on clocks? Seriously?” I whisper when she sits beside me.

“Sometimes a story is the best medicine,” she teases, leaning in to kiss my cheek.

***

Thirty minutes later, my heart swells as I watch Holly bouncing with excitement, her small hand clasped in her mother's as we stand on the hospital's helipad. The wind whips around us, carrying the sharp scent of jet fuel and winter air.

“Let's move before they figure out we stole the helicopter,” Arya says with a mischievous grin, her dark hair dancing in the breeze.

“Am I really going to fly?” Holly's eyes sparkle with wonder.

“A promise is a promise, Captain Holly, and I always keep my word. Up you go.” Selene lifts her with practiced ease into the cockpit, her strong arms steady and sure.

“Dr. Kumari's coming with us too?” Holly's jaw drops in surprise.

“You bet. She needs to help us fight those giant pigeons in Central Park. Got the donut box?”

Holly nods, clutching a box of assorted donuts to her chest. I pray we won't actually have to throw them at any birds.

In the air, I position my phone to capture the moment Selene guides Holly's tiny hands over the controls. She keeps her fingers wrapped protectively around the girl's, but Holly's face — that pure joy radiating from every pore as her dream comes true - steals my breath away.

“Give me that phone, you sap. You're gonna ruin the video with all your crying,” Arya snatches my phone, but I catch the softness in her voice.

“Look! Central Park! The trees look just like broccoli from up here!” Holly squeals.

“There! Giant pigeons!” Arya shouts.

“I can't see them!”

“Quick, throw the donuts — they're right below us!”

Before I can protest, donuts sail through the crisp morning air. I wince, hoping no unsuspecting pedestrian gets pelted with flying pastries. Selene, Arya, and Holly dissolve into uncontrollable laughter that fills the cabin.

“Do you think I could be a pilot like you someday?”

“I thought you wanted to be a doctor at Watson Memorial?”

“Helicopter pilot sounds better.”

“You absolutely can.”

“Even with my special heart?” Holly's voice wavers.

“Especially with your special heart,” Selene says firmly. “It makes you stronger and braver. Just like Dr. Winters' lucky pen makes her the best surgeon around.”

Holly beams, declaring this the best Christmas gift ever — tied with the new heart the Christmas elves brought her last year. As I watch them, I realize that sometimes the best medicine isn't found in textbooks or operating rooms.

Sometimes it's found in a helicopter pilot who claims to see giant pigeons and Christmas elves. A pilot who fears escalators but makes children smile even on their darkest days. A pilot who's made me believe in magic and fulfills her little sister's final wish daily: bringing joy to sick kids trapped in hospitals.
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