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It is late afternoon. The evacuation of the hospice at the foot of the sere hills proceeds as planned. Most of the personnel, patients, equipment, and materials have already moved farther inland to distance the crucial facility from the advancing enemy. Far away, at the edge of the plateau, bursts of light like fireworks mark the battle line.

As the only remaining nurse on site, Kim supervises the loading of the final transport vehicle, cataloging crates that robotic loaders then trundle aboard the six-wheeled truck. They won't all fit so she has to make some quick decisions as to what to leave and what to take, since she's been informed that this is the last transport out. What will be left behind is mainly furniture from which the internal technology has been removed.

The cargo doors close and Kim is just about to hop into the cab beside the driver when she receives a signal on her hand-held device, or HHD.

She mounts the metal step and throws the passenger door open. "Wait," she says to the driver. "I've got an incoming patient."

The driver is a husky man with bristly brown hair protruding from the edges of his regulation cap and a substantial belly protruding from his jacket. He frowns. "Isn't this facility shut down?"

"Yes. I don't know how it could have happened. Jammed communications, maybe."

"How soon?"

"Twelve minutes."

The driver queries the computer on his instrument panel. "I'm sorry," he says. "I've got five minutes maximum. The AI pilot will take over if I don't start by then."

"Can't you override it?"

"No. Can't you override the patient transport and send it somewhere else?"

"No. The incoming drone is security-locked."

The driver sighs. "Look, isn't this soldier going to die anyway? Otherwise they would have been routed to a field hospital."

"Yes, they're going to die, but... Damn it!"

"I'm sorry, but there's nothing we can do. Get in."

Kim hesitates and then says, "You go ahead. I can't. Send someone back for me."

"Wait. No. You've got to come now. I don't know if we can..."

Kim doesn't listen to the driver's expostulations. She hops to the ground and slams the vehicle door shut. As she reaches the hospice entrance, the truck jolts forward with the sound of gravel grinding under heavy tires and slowly begins to ascend the winding unpaved road.

The facility communications equipment is gone, so Kim monitors the arrival of the drone and its passenger with her HHD.

The drone sets the pod into a loading bay and immediately takes off. Since power in the facility has been partially shut down, Kim has to hand-crank the conveyor belt that delivers the pod from the outside bay into the reception area.

When she lifts the cover of the pod and sees the condition of the soldier inside, Kim gasps, and tears come to her eyes. She has never got used to this. 

Most of the soldier's uniform is soaked in blood. Her right leg is mangled and almost severed, and the right side of her abdomen is ripped open as well.

The diagnostic equipment is gone, so Kim cannot ascertain exactly what's wrong.

It doesn't matter. The patient's breathing is shallow. She is obviously dying. She doesn't have much time. As long as the drugs injected on the battlefield last, her pain is kept at bay, but those drugs won't last more than another fifteen minutes or so.

And Kim has no painkillers left on site.

First things first.

Kim works swiftly, disassembling the sides of the pod, cutting away the uniform, cleaning the wounds, suturing the gashes, applying bandages, wiping filth and blood from flesh, and transferring the patient onto a clean hospital bed.

Once she has accomplished these things, Kim wheels the bed close to the wide windows in one of the empty wards. Normally these windows look out over a serene landscape that calms and inspires the patients, but now they reveal the distant battle with its flickering display of fireworks-like lights. Kim wants to keep track of how close the enemy is. Not that she would be able to do anything if the defenseless hospice was surrounded and breached, but observing that the fighting is still miles away reduces her unease.

So far the patient has not stirred or made a sound. Kim takes this opportunity to access her implant chip and find out who this woman is.

Deirdre Connors. Seventeen years old. Lowest rank of private. Drafted out of college only three months ago.

A kid. What the hell are they doing drafting kids these days? Kim knows the answer, though: when wars go badly anything is likely to happen. Even when they go well, come to think. Especially when they go well.

In this instance it doesn't matter who is winning and losing. It all narrows down to this dying woman and how Kim can alleviate her physical and psychological trauma.

It occurs to Kim that perhaps she can provide Deirdre with enough distraction so that she will cease to notice her pain. The patients usually receive a combination of drugs and virtual entertainment fed to them through info-assimilation attachments to their implant chips. The duration of each entertainment segment is limited so that patients maintain a reasonable perspective of reality as long as possible. This allows them to come to grips with their situations through whatever theological, psychological, or sociological associations in their backgrounds comfort them. Kim reasons that she may be able to plunge Deirdre into a virtual world full time and explain the reason for immersion in the artificial circumstances once she's in. At least it would beat dying of these horrific wounds without painkillers.

Deirdre moans. Her breathing deepens.

Not much time. Kim scans frequencies so she can connect the VR program to Deirdre's chip.

Deirdre's eyes open. Her mouth moves but at first she is unable to speak.

Kim turns her attention from the computer monitor to Deirdre. "Shh..." she says. "Don't worry. It's all right." Why does she always say that when it's never all right? Not if they end up in a hospice.

"Where... Where am I?"

"You've been wounded. You were evacuated from the battlefield."

"I... I don't remember. I was running with the rest of my platoon. There was noise all around. That's all."

"You're safe now." No she's not! "Relax."

"What happened to me?"

"You injured your leg." Kim is required to be honest to her patients about their condition, but she figures she'll have that discussion once she has Deirdre stabilized within a virtual reality environment.

Deirdre narrows her eyes. "It hurts."

"Yes. Hang on. I'm trying to do something about that."

Deirdre grimaces. "It's getting worse."

It's not working. Kim should have been able to establish a connection within seconds.

Deirdre gasps and clutches Kim's sleeve.

Kim concludes that Deirdre's VR simulator must be damaged.

What now? No drugs, no distractions... Is Deirdre condemned to die in agony while Kim does nothing but hold her hand and watch?

The battle continues in the distance. It's impossible to tell which side is gaining an advantage.

Where is that driver? Why hasn't he come back?

Kim abruptly realizes that there's one more thing she can try. She may be able to invite Deirdre into her own VR program. It's rudimentary; she hasn't had much time to develop and expand it, but it may provide sufficient stimuli to distract her patient. The difficulty with this approach is that Kim will have to accompany Deirdre, and while she's inside, Kim will also be oblivious to external circumstances.

Deirdre's eyes are wide, and tears are forming in them.

"Listen carefully," says Kim. "You are severely wounded, and I have no medication to relieve the pain. Your VR simulator seems to be damaged. I'm going to try to invite you into my program. When you receive the invitation, accept it. Do you understand?"

Deirdre nods.

Kim settles herself into an armchair beside the bed, uses her hand device to switch on her VR environment, and closes her eyes. 

Immediately she arrives at the cottage. A path leads over a deep green lawn to the rocky lakeshore. The cold deep waters are brilliant blue; the surface reflects the surrounding evergreens. Kim has not been here for months. As usual, the idyllic setting prompts conflicting feelings of solace and trauma. 

Remembering why she has come, she activates an invitation ping set to Deirdre's ID.

And there she is. Her avatar is dressed in civilian clothes: green blouse, blue jeans, and sandals. Her wound, of course, has disappeared. Her expression is puzzled. "Why am I here?" she says. "Is this a field hospital? How bad were my injuries?" She looks around. "This is beautiful, by the way."

"My husband and I would rent a cottage like this every summer when my son and daughter were young."

"Nice. My mother and I used to go to the beach sometimes, but we never could afford to stay there." She approached Kim, stopping a few paces away. "So. Am I in a hospital?"

"Not exactly."

"What do you mean?"

"You're in a hospice."

"A hospice? But hospices are for..."

"I'm sorry. They made the call on the battlefield and sent you to us."

"But I don't want to die."

"I know."

"You have to do something."

"There's nothing I can do. As I said, I don't even have painkillers. Our facility had been almost completely evacuated when you arrived. We've the last ones."

"There's no one here besides us?"

"That's right."

"Don't you understand? I don't want to die."

"I do understand, Deidre."

"Because you work in a hospice. You watch people die all the time. You get used to it."

"I never get used to it."

"Then why do you do it? Were you drafted too?"

"I was, but that's not the reason. I did the same thing in civilian life."

"Why?"

"We try to make you comfortable. And most people don't want to be alone."

"When they die?"

"Yes."

"Is there any chance for me?"

"I don't know. I'm not a doctor, and I've got no diagnostic equipment. I am obliged to say, though, that they diagnosed you on the field, and they would have sent you to a hospital if..."

"If they thought they could patch me up."

"Yes."

Kim has had many similar conversations before. Every patient responds differently. Those with spiritual or theological inclinations or training often become contemplative and commence preparing themselves for the next phase of the journey, so to speak. Those with negative mindsets become morose and sultry, refusing to eat, deriding the nurses, and requesting overdoses of opioids to get it over with. Some distract themselves from the reality of extinction with elaborate entertainments. Yet others hang on to existence, lucid until the end, never really believing that they're going to die, clinging to hope, thinking that there must have been a mistake and that they are in the wrong facility; they suppose they'll pull through somehow, and no amount of rational arguments or even raw data will convince them to give up.

Deirdre appears to be processing her situation in this way. She understands that she's in a hospice and not a hospital, she has felt the pain of her wounds, but she's not willing to look death in the face. Not yet.

Deirdre says, "You said the facility was being evacuated."

"That's right."

"So why are you still here?"

"I got word that you were incoming."

"So they'll be back for us."

"Of course."

In truth, Kim has been apprehensive about that. She stayed behind without authorization. If she had asked, she's not sure permission would have been granted to remain with a patient whose condition had already been assessed as terminal.

Deirdre says, "They may have better diagnostic equipment where we are going."

"That's hard to say," says Kim.

If the facility was intact and Kim was assigned to Deirdre, she would almost certainly
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