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Prologue 
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The night the war found her again, the snow was falling in silence.

Anna Kovačević pressed her hands against the wound, feeling the hot pulse of blood beneath her fingers. It soaked through her scarf, staining it dark. The man’s breath came ragged and shallow, his uniform blackened by soot and mud. She didn’t need the dim light of her lantern to see who he was.

The insignia on his shoulder told her everything.

Enemy.

Her pulse stuttered. For a heartbeat, she froze — listening. Only the wind answered, whispering through the pines, carrying the distant thunder of artillery far across the river. The village was three miles east. The patrols would be out soon. If they found her here—with him—she’d hang before sunrise.

He groaned, the sound raw and human. Beneath the helmet, his face was ghost-pale, the line of his jaw marked with frost and dirt. He was young, maybe thirty, maybe less. The kind of man who’d once sent others to die for his orders. The kind of man who’d burned villages like hers.

Anna’s breath fogged the air. Her instincts screamed to leave him—to let the snow finish what the war had started.

But then his eyes opened.

Blue, unsteady, glassy with pain.

And something in them — not pride, not command — but fear. A soldier’s last flicker of wanting to live.

She’d seen that look before. In boys from her own side. In men who’d called her name before slipping away into the cold.

Her jaw clenched.

She should walk away.

She should.

Instead, she tore off her gloves, pressed harder against the wound, and whispered through gritted teeth,

“Don’t you dare die on me.”

The man blinked, trying to focus on her face. His lips moved, a tremor of a word she couldn’t quite catch — maybe danke, maybe please.

Behind them, a shell exploded in the distance. The ground shuddered. Snow fell from the branches in slow, ghostly clouds.

Anna didn’t think. She just acted.

She hauled his arm over her shoulders, half-dragging, half-carrying him toward the treeline. The forest swallowed them whole, the dark closing around her like a secret she couldn’t take back.

By the time she reached the abandoned farmhouse, her back was burning and her breath came in sobs. She dropped him onto the straw floor, trembling from exhaustion and terror.

Only then did she see the letter half-tucked in his coat pocket — the edges singed, the ink blurred.

A name was scrawled across it in a hand too careful for war:

Erik Bauer.

She didn’t know yet that this moment — this single, impossible act of mercy — would change everything.

That the man she was supposed to hate would become the one heart she could not live without.

And that saving him would mean destroying herself.
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Chapter 1
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The first light of dawn crept across the frost-covered windows, pale and reluctant. Inside the abandoned farmhouse, silence hung thick as the smoke that drifted from the small fire Anna had coaxed to life.

She hadn’t slept. Her hands still shook from what she’d done. The uniformed stranger lay stretched out on a cot of torn blankets and straw, his breathing shallow but steady. His bandaged shoulder glistened where the blood had seeped through again.

Anna sat beside him, her back against the wall, a rifle propped against her knee. Her mind was a storm of half-formed prayers and questions she didn’t dare answer.

She’d seen plenty of dying men before — but never one like him.

Never one wearing the colors of the enemy.

The Germans had taken everything from her village: her father, her brother, her peace. The sound of their boots still echoed in her dreams. And now, one of them was lying under her care, wrapped in her own blanket, breathing because she hadn’t been able to let him die.

She told herself it was duty. She was a nurse. She saved lives — that was her oath. But the truth ran deeper, sharper. It wasn’t duty. It was defiance.

To kill was easy.

To show mercy in a world that had forgotten the meaning of it — that took courage.

The man stirred, his brow tightening. A faint groan escaped his lips as he tried to move.

Anna reached for him instinctively, pressing a hand to his chest. “Lie still,” she whispered. “You’ll tear the stitches.”

His eyes fluttered open — blue, clouded with fever and confusion. For a moment, he looked at her as if unsure whether she was real.

“You’re safe,” she said, though she wasn’t sure it was true.

He blinked slowly, searching her face. His accent when he spoke was heavy, the words clumsy but clear enough.

“Where... am I?”

Anna hesitated. The truth caught like a splinter in her throat. “Somewhere no one will find you.”

His gaze drifted to the small fire, to the rough wooden walls around them. Then back to her. “Why?” he asked.

She looked down at her blood-stained hands. “Because I couldn’t leave you there.”

He seemed to take this in quietly, his breath uneven. Then his eyes flicked to the bandage on his shoulder. “You... did this?”

She nodded.

“Then... you are a nurse.”

“I was,” she said softly. “Before the war.”

The silence that followed was almost unbearable. Outside, the wind moaned through the cracks in the boards. Anna rose, feeding another stick to the fire, her body moving automatically, her mind far away.

He watched her, weary but alert, as though trying to place her — the shape of her face, the accent of her voice, the quiet resolve in her movements.

“You are not German,” he said at last.

“No.” Her answer was clipped. “And you should be grateful for that.”

He tried to sit up, wincing in pain. She caught his shoulder and forced him back down. “Don’t be stupid,” she hissed. “You’ll bleed again.”

“I must leave,” he muttered. “If they find me here...”

“If they find you, you’ll be dead,” Anna snapped. “And if my people find you, you’ll wish you were.”

That silenced him.

Anna stepped back, her breath shallow, her heart hammering too fast. She could feel the danger of it now — not the danger of soldiers or patrols, but something quieter, closer. The danger of looking too long at the face of the man she should hate.

He lowered his gaze. When he spoke again, his voice was softer.

“I do not remember much. Only... gunfire. I was trying to cross the river.”

Anna said nothing. She didn’t want to know why. Didn’t want to imagine what he’d done before the river, before the bullet.

He looked at her again, and for the first time, she saw the shadow of shame in his eyes. “You should have left me there.”

“I know,” she whispered. “But I didn’t.”

Their eyes met — a flicker of understanding neither of them wanted.

She turned away, pulling her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “Rest,” she said. “You’ll need your strength before I decide what to do with you.”

He said nothing more.

For hours, only the sound of his breathing filled the room. The war outside went on, unheeding.

By midday, Anna stepped outside into the brittle sunlight. The cold bit at her cheeks, the wind carrying the scent of smoke from a village still smoldering miles away. She closed her eyes and whispered a prayer she barely believed in anymore.

When she returned, he was asleep again, his hand resting loosely on the blanket — the same hand that might once have held a rifle, issued an order, pulled a trigger.

Anna sat down beside him, staring at the faint rise and fall of his chest.

She told herself she was only waiting for him to heal enough to hand him over. That was the logical thing, the right thing.

But a small, traitorous part of her heart whispered something else entirely:

That maybe, just maybe, saving him had saved something of herself too.
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Chapter 2
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The snow had turned to sleet by morning.

Each drop struck the roof like a whispered warning as Anna pulled her coat tight and stepped into the pale light.

The farmhouse was quiet behind her, save for the faint crackle of the fire. Erik Bauer slept fitfully inside, fever still clinging to him like a shadow. She’d done what she could — cleaned the wound, bound it tight — but without proper medicine, infection was only a matter of time.

She needed supplies.

That meant going back.

The path to the village cut through the birch woods, half-hidden beneath snow. Anna moved quickly, keeping low, her boots crunching softly. The smell of smoke hung in the air — a reminder that even miles away, the front never really slept.

When the first cluster of cottages appeared through the trees, her stomach knotted. The Resistance used the village as a halfway point for smuggling food and information. Everyone there knew her. Everyone watched everyone else.

If they saw her carrying bandages and morphine into the forest... questions would follow.

She pulled her scarf higher, hiding her face from the wind — and from recognition.

Inside the small apothecary, shelves stood half-empty. The owner, old Mrs. Petrova, gave her a tired smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Back from the clinic?” the woman asked, her voice rough with cold.

Anna nodded. “They sent me for more antiseptic. We’re running low.”

Mrs. Petrova sighed, pulling a small bottle from under the counter. “Running low on everything these days,” she muttered. “Another raid last night. The Germans took three more boys from the farms east of here.”

Anna’s hand froze on the counter.

Three more boys. Her brother had been seventeen when they came for him.

“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Petrova said softly. “Didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine,” Anna murmured. She slid a few coins across the wood. “Keep the change.”

When she turned to leave, she nearly collided with someone in the doorway.

“Anna!”

The voice was sharp, familiar. She looked up — and her heart sank.

Luka.

Nineteen years old, cheeks raw from the cold, his rifle slung too big over his thin shoulder. His brown eyes were bright with the restless pride of youth — the same pride that made boys reckless in wartime.

“I didn’t know you were back,” he said, grinning. “Major Novak’s been asking for you.”

Anna forced a smile. “I just arrived. I’ll check in later.”

Luka frowned. “You’re out here alone?”

“I needed supplies.”

He glanced at the satchel in her arms, then back at her. “For the wounded near the mill?”

Anna hesitated — too long.

His brow furrowed.

“I can help carry them,” he offered, stepping closer.

“No,” she said quickly. “It’s fine. Go. Tell Major Novak I’ll report in tonight.”

There was something in her voice — sharp, defensive — that made him pause. He studied her, eyes narrowing just slightly, as if searching for a truth she didn’t want him to see.

“Be careful,” he said finally. “The patrols were near the river again last night.”

“I will.”

When he was gone, she stood still for a long moment, her breath trembling in the cold. Then she turned back toward the woods, clutching the satchel tight against her chest.

She walked faster this time.

She didn’t notice the faint trail of footprints she left in the snow, leading straight back to the farmhouse.

—-
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INSIDE, ERIK WAS AWAKE.

The fire had burned low. He sat propped against the wall, the blanket pulled around his shoulders. His face was drawn, pale, but his eyes followed her the moment she stepped inside — sharp, wary.

“You left,” he said, his voice rough.

“I came back,” she answered.

He didn’t reply, just watched her unpack the satchel: bandages, a bottle of antiseptic, a small pouch of dried herbs. When she knelt to change his dressing, he flinched at her touch.

“Your fever’s worse,” she muttered. “You should have stayed still.”

He gave a dry, humorless laugh. “Hard to stay still when your shoulder feels like fire.”

She met his eyes briefly. “Then you should be grateful I brought more.”

“Why?” he asked quietly.

She frowned. “Why what?”

“Why do you keep helping me? You said your people would kill me if they found out. Maybe they should.”

Anna tied the new bandage, too tight. He hissed softly but didn’t pull away.

“I don’t know,” she said finally. “Maybe I’m tired of watching people die.”

He studied her face. “You’ve lost someone.”

Her hands stilled. “Everyone’s lost someone.”

He didn’t press. Instead, he looked toward the window, where the faint light of afternoon broke through. His voice, when he spoke again, was almost a whisper.

“There was a boy,” he said. “Near Warsaw. Fifteen, maybe. He carried a message in his coat — resistance orders. I was meant to hand him over. I didn’t. My commander found out. They... made an example.”

His words trailed off into the quiet.

Anna didn’t know why she asked the next question. “Did you ever see his face again?”

Erik’s jaw tightened. “Every night.”

For the first time, she saw the fracture in him — the guilt that lived beneath the soldier’s mask.

She rose, turning away to hide the storm in her own chest. “You should rest.”

He looked at her, a flicker of something unreadable in his gaze. “If I rest too long, you’ll regret saving me.”

“Maybe I already do.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Then we understand each other.”

Outside, the wind rose, carrying the distant rumble of gunfire. Anna poured water into a tin cup, her back to him, her eyes fixed on the window — but her hands trembled slightly.

Somewhere deep down, she knew that every hour he stayed, every breath she kept him alive, pulled her further from safety — and closer to something she couldn’t name yet.

Not mercy.

Not madness.

Something far more dangerous.
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Chapter 3
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The storm broke at dusk.

Rain lashed the fields in silver sheets, drumming against the roof of the farmhouse. The air inside was damp, heavy with smoke and tension.

Anna sat at the small wooden table, mending a torn sleeve by lamplight. Each stitch felt too loud in the silence. Erik watched from his place by the fire, his wounded arm in a sling. He looked stronger now, though the pallor still clung to him.

Neither had spoken for a long while.

When the wind shifted, Anna heard it — the faint, rhythmic hum of an engine far off down the valley. She froze, needle midair.

Erik’s head lifted. “That’s a truck.”

Her heart kicked. “German?”

He listened a moment longer, then shook his head. “Could be local patrols. Resistance.”

She rose, crossing to the window. The fields beyond were washed in darkness, rain streaking down the glass. Somewhere out there, headlights cut briefly through the mist — two, maybe three vehicles, moving slow.

“Someone’s coming,” she whispered.

“Can they find this place?”

“Not unless they’re looking for it.”

But the words felt hollow, even to her.

—-
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THEY ARRIVED SOONER than she expected.

Voices — muffled, tense. The sound of boots on wet earth. A sharp knock on the door.

Anna’s stomach turned to ice.

She spun toward Erik. “Get down. Now.”

He didn’t argue. He rose stiffly, moving to the trapdoor she’d shown him two nights before — the cellar beneath the floorboards. She helped him lower himself down, her hands trembling as she pulled the hatch closed and threw the rug back over it.

The knocking came again, louder this time.

“Anna! It’s Luka!”

She exhaled shakily, pressing a hand to her chest.

When she opened the door, Luka stood there drenched, his rifle slung across his shoulder, his expression tight. Two other resistance fighters flanked him, their faces grim under the flicker of lantern light.

“Where have you been?” Luka demanded. “Major Novak sent me to find you.”

Anna stepped aside, masking her fear with irritation. “I was working. The mill still has wounded.”

He frowned, glancing around the small room. “You shouldn’t be out here alone. There are reports of Germans nearby. Scouts saw movement by the river again.”

She forced a small laugh. “Then I picked the wrong night to visit my dead aunt’s house.”

One of the men behind him — Sergei, a thickset partisan with dark eyes — moved closer, sniffing the air. “You’ve been burning wood,” he said. “Someone’s been here.”

Anna’s pulse quickened. “Yes. Me.”

Sergei’s gaze lingered on the fire, then on the table where her supplies were spread — bandages, gauze, a half-empty bottle of antiseptic.

“You’re still patching up the injured?” Luka asked.

“I never stopped,” she said.

He hesitated. “Novak says we need you at headquarters tomorrow. There’s talk of a new offensive — maybe the last push before winter ends.”

Anna nodded quickly. “I’ll come at dawn.”

Luka’s eyes softened, but only a little. “Be careful, Anna. We can’t afford to lose you too.”

When they were gone, she shut the door and leaned against it, the breath shaking out of her.

For a long time, the only sound was the rain.

Then — faintly — from under the floorboards:

“Are they gone?”

Anna knelt, lifting the trapdoor. Erik looked up at her from the shadows below, his face pale and glistening with sweat.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “For now.”

He climbed out slowly, wincing as his arm brushed the edge. When he straightened, he was breathing hard. “You lied well.”

“I’ve had practice.”

“You risked everything.”

“I know.”

They stood there, facing each other in the dim light, the space between them charged with all the things neither dared to say aloud.

Finally, Erik spoke, voice low. “I can’t stay here. If they come again—”

“You can’t leave,” Anna cut in. “You wouldn’t last an hour out there.”

“Better that than getting you killed.”

She shook her head fiercely. “I decide what risks I take.”

He held her gaze, something like respect flickering there — or maybe fear. Not for himself, but for her.

The rain outside softened into a steady whisper. The firelight carved gold across his face, catching the scar along his jaw, the weariness in his eyes.

“Why do you keep doing this?” he asked quietly. “Every time you help me, you make yourself the enemy too.”

Anna swallowed hard. “Maybe that’s what the war has done to us,” she said. “Made us forget that people are still people.”

He was silent a moment, then nodded slightly. “And you?”

“What about me?”

“Have you forgotten?”

Her voice trembled, almost a whisper. “Not yet.”

—-
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THAT NIGHT, ANNA BARELY slept. She sat by the window, watching the horizon for movement. The trucks never returned, but her heart didn’t slow.

Below her, Erik lay awake too, though neither spoke. The storm had passed, but something darker had settled between them — a truth they both understood without saying:

Their time was running out.

The world outside was closing in.

And what began as an act of mercy was becoming something far more dangerous — something that neither bullets nor loyalty could stop.
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Chapter 4
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The summons came before dawn.

Anna woke to the sound of pounding on the door — three sharp knocks, then silence. She froze where she lay on the floor by the fire, her heart hammering.

Erik stirred from his pallet near the wall, his hand instinctively reaching for the pistol she’d taken from him days ago. She shook her head quickly. “Stay still.”

Another knock. Louder.

“Anna Kovačević,” a woman’s voice called. “Open up.”

Anna’s pulse stuttered. Major Novak.

She opened the door to find the older woman standing on the step, flanked by two partisans. Novak’s coat was soaked with rain, her expression carved from stone.

“Get dressed,” she said. “We need to talk.”

Anna nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

When she glanced back, Erik was already gone — slipped silently beneath the floorboards, the trapdoor hidden once more.

—-
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THE WALK TO HEADQUARTERS was long and cold. The village slept under a shroud of mist, chimneys smoking faintly against the dawn. Anna followed Novak through the narrow alleys, her boots crunching over ice.

They entered a brick building that had once been a schoolhouse. Now it was a command post — walls lined with maps, rifles stacked in corners, the smell of coffee and gun oil filling the air.

Novak gestured for her to sit.

Anna obeyed, folding her hands in her lap. She tried to appear calm, though her pulse thudded in her throat.

“You’ve been difficult to find,” Novak said. Her voice was low, measured, but sharp enough to cut. “Luka tells me you’ve been keeping to yourself.”

“I’ve been tending the wounded,” Anna replied.

“Yes,” Novak said, her dark eyes narrowing. “And yet, our wounded have not seen you in days.”

Anna’s stomach twisted.

Novak leaned forward. “You disappeared near the river last week. A patrol reported German activity there. You came back alone. Why?”

Anna hesitated. “The patrol was ambushed. I barely escaped.”

“Did you see the Germans?”

“No.”

The Major studied her face for a long, silent moment. “You’ve always been loyal, Anna. That’s why this is difficult. But loyalty is fragile. One act of mercy can become betrayal before you even realize it.”

Anna’s throat went dry.

Novak rose, pacing slowly behind her. “We’ve intercepted reports of a missing German officer — Captain Erik Bauer. Wounded, presumed dead. His unit was stationed near the same river you crossed. If he’s alive, he could compromise everything we’ve built here.”

Anna stared straight ahead. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because,” Novak said softly, “you’re the only one I trust to be honest with me. And because Luka thinks you’re hiding something.”

The words hit like a slap. “Luka—?”

“He saw your footprints leading into the woods. The same night Bauer disappeared.” Novak’s tone hardened. “If you know anything, now is the time to speak.”

Anna forced herself to meet her commander’s eyes. “There’s nothing to tell.”

Novak studied her a moment longer, then nodded slowly — though there was no belief in her eyes. “Be careful, Anna. War turns good people into liars. I’d hate to see it do that to you.”

—-
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WHEN ANNA RETURNED to the farmhouse hours later, she found Erik sitting by the fire, his injured arm tucked against his chest. He looked up at her, eyes immediately searching her face.

“They know,” she said.

His jaw tightened. “The Major?”

“She suspects. Luka too.”

He swore under his breath in German, then ran a hand through his hair. “Then I have to leave.”

“You won’t survive out there,” she said.

“And if I stay, you’ll hang,” he replied.

The words cut deep because they were true.

Anna crossed to the window, gripping the sill, staring out into the gray landscape beyond. “You think running fixes this? They’ll hunt you down. They’ll burn every farm between here and the border to find you.”

Erik’s voice softened. “You saved my life, Anna. I won’t let you lose yours because of me.”

She turned to face him — eyes fierce, wet with the fury of helplessness. “You don’t get to decide that.”

He stepped closer. “You don’t understand. If they capture me, they’ll make me talk. About my unit. About the maps I memorized. About the resistance. They’ll use me to destroy you.”

Anna shook her head. “And what then? I let you walk into the snow and die so I can tell myself I did the right thing?”

His silence was answer enough.

The fire crackled softly. Between them hung everything unspoken — the nights she’d kept him alive, the fear she hid each time she heard boots outside, the quiet hours where their gazes lingered too long.

“Why did you really stay?” she asked.

He hesitated. Then, softly: “Because you made me believe I could be something other than a soldier.”

Anna’s breath caught.

The room felt smaller now, filled with the weight of what neither of them could admit aloud.

Outside, the rain eased into snow again, falling in slow, quiet flakes. Erik reached for his coat with his good arm. “When it stops, I’ll go.”

“You can’t,” she whispered.

“I must.”

She stepped closer, her voice trembling. “If you leave, I’ll never forgive you.”

His eyes met hers — tired, tender, torn. “And if I stay, you’ll die.”

For a moment, neither moved. The only sound was the wind sighing through the cracks in the wall.

Then Anna did something she hadn’t planned. She reached up and touched his face — gently, just her fingertips against his cheek. His breath caught, but he didn’t pull away.

For one heartbeat, the war outside didn’t exist. There was only the warmth of his skin, the closeness of their shared fear, the quiet confession neither needed to speak.

When she stepped back, her hands trembled. “Promise me,” she said softly. “If you leave, you’ll make it count. You’ll make it mean something.”

“I will,” he said.

Anna turned away before he could see the tears forming in her eyes.

That night, she didn’t sleep. She listened to the wind and the quiet creak of floorboards as Erik packed what little he had. By dawn, he would be gone — taking with him the piece of her heart she never meant to give.

And though she didn’t know it yet, his leaving would not be the end.

It would be the beginning of the reckoning that would change them both.
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Chapter 5
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The morning was gray, muted under heavy clouds. The snow from the night before had turned into a slippery, slushy mess, soaking through Anna’s boots as she stepped outside. Her satchel pressed against her side felt impossibly heavy — not with supplies, but with dread.

Erik was gone.

The trapdoor lay closed, undisturbed, the farmhouse eerily silent. She had slept fitfully, listening for every sound, imagining every possibility of discovery. When she finally woke, the cot was empty.

Her stomach turned.

At first, panic flared. Had the Germans discovered him? Had he been captured? Then she remembered his words: he would leave at dawn. He had taken the risk into his own hands.

But even knowing he was gone did little to ease the fear twisting through her chest.

She ran to the edge of the woods, searching for tracks. Snow had begun to melt, leaving only faint impressions. She recognized them immediately — the heavy boots, the weight of someone leaning on a wounded arm.

A flash of anger struck her. How could he abandon her? How could he risk everything without waiting just one more day?

—-
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MEANWHILE, ERIK’S JOURNEY had been far from smooth. Each step through the slush-laden woods was agony on his wounded shoulder. The forest seemed to stretch endlessly, and the sounds of the war — distant artillery, the crackle of gunfire, the whistle of shells — followed him like a phantom.

He paused, leaning against a birch tree, forcing himself to breathe through the pain. His thoughts wandered to Anna.

Her hands, covered in blood, the way she had looked at him — not with fear or hate, but with compassion. That gaze was a memory he could neither shake nor suppress.

He had intended only to create distance, to protect her from the consequences of his survival. Yet with every step away from the farmhouse, every footfall through the wet, sodden earth, he felt the weight of leaving her behind.

He didn’t know that she was already tracking him.

—-
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BY MIDDAY, ANNA HAD returned to the village for supplies, ostensibly to report to Major Novak. She passed through the command post cautiously, her face composed, but inside, her mind raced. She had to find Erik before anyone else did. Before the Resistance discovered that the enemy soldier she had been hiding might still be alive.

Novak was waiting. Her eyes were sharp, unreadable. “I trust you understand the urgency,” she said. “Reports indicate a wounded German officer escaped near the river. If he’s found, it could compromise the entire operation.”

Anna’s heart lurched. She nodded. “Yes, Major. I understand.”

“Good,” Novak said. “You will help track him down. If he’s still alive, you’ll lead the search.”

The words landed like a hammer. Anna’s jaw tightened. “You want me to...?”

“To find him. And to ensure he does not fall into the hands of either side.” Novak’s eyes pierced her. “I am trusting you. Do not fail me.”

Anna swallowed
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