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  Chapter 1
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Into the Fire

Eliza


The world lurched sideways with a scream of metal. 
One moment I was stepping down from the carriage, my boot finding the slick edge of the platform, the night air sharp with coal smoke and cold. The next, the ground bucked beneath me as if Spain itself had decided to throw me back onto the train.
Light—white, brutal—split the darkness. A concussion punched my ribs and tore the breath from my lungs. I tasted grit and something acrid, like burnt pennies.
I hit the boards hard enough to rattle my teeth. My suitcase skidded away into the shadows, a ridiculous little thing, as if I might still be bound for a respectable hospital with clean sheets and a matron who would scold me for muddy hems.
People ran. Someone shouted in Spanish—too fast, too jagged for my schoolroom phrases to catch. Another blast answered, nearer, and the lamps above the platform swung wildly, breaking the scene into stuttering frames: faces pale with terror, mouths open, hands clutching bundles and children.
My fingers scrabbled for purchase on splintered wood. I pushed up on my palms and the boards were wet—rainwater, I told myself, stupidly—until I saw the smear across my skin. Dark. Sticky.
Not rain.
A woman stumbled past with her shawl half-torn, hair loose, eyes huge. She made a sound that was not quite a cry, not quite a prayer.
I forced my legs to obey. My heart hammered so violently it felt as if it might rupture through my stays. This is what you asked for, a voice in my head said, calm as my father’s sermons. This is what you crossed borders for.
The sky over the yards pulsed orange. Somewhere beyond the freight cars, men yelled and a whistle keened—long, mournful, as if the train itself were dying.
I stood there like a fool, craning into the smoke, trying to make sense of the chaos, until a hand seized my forearm.
“¡Señorita! ¡Aquí!”
The grip was hard, urgent. I opened my mouth to protest—I’m a nurse—but another shockwave rolled through the station and the night filled with falling cinders. The man dragged me, half-running, half-stumbling, toward a cluster of canvas tents I hadn’t noticed in the dark.
As we plunged between them, the smell hit me—iodine, sweat, blood—so sharp it made my eyes water.
Not a station.
A field hospital.
And I was already late.

      ***They shoved me through the tent flap and the night fell away.
Heat struck first—thick, breathless—then noise. Lanterns swung from the canvas ribs, throwing light that lurched and smeared. Men lay everywhere: on stretchers, on blankets, on bare ground. Some were quiet in a way that felt wrong. Others thrashed and cried out, hands scrabbling for someone to hold them still.
“¡Rápido!” A woman in a blood-spattered apron thrust a bundle of bandages into my arms. Her eyes flicked over me—boots, coat, bare hands—and lingered on my face. “¿Enfermera?”
“Yes,” I said, the word thin in my mouth. Then louder, because the tent swallowed sound. “Yes. Nurse.”
She didn’t wait. A wounded man was hauled in between two soldiers, his leg soaked black to the knee. Someone shouted numbers—beds, perhaps, or times—and a bell clanged near the entrance.
I dropped to my knees beside the stretcher before my mind could catch up with my body. Fabric rasped under my palms. Blood slicked my cuffs.
Pressure first. The rule surfaced, blessedly intact. I tore open a packet with my teeth and pressed down. The man screamed and bucked; a hand clamped my shoulder, steadying us both. Smoke drifted in every time the flap lifted, carrying the sour tang of explosives.
“Agua.” A tin cup appeared. Then another voice, sharp with authority, cut through the din. I couldn’t catch the words, only the cadence—decisive, practiced. Orders flew. Bodies shifted.
I moved because there was nowhere else to put the fear. I moved because stopping meant seeing too much. I cut, tied, pressed, counted breaths. I learned the language of hands when words failed—how to ask for scissors with a look, how to signal now.
At some point my coat vanished. At another, my hair came loose, sticking to my face. The lantern nearest us sputtered and went dark; someone swore and relit it, flame flaring bright enough to show the whites of everyone’s eyes.
A boy no older than sixteen clutched my sleeve, lips blue, whispering for his mother. I lied and told him she was coming. The lie tasted worse than the smoke.
Between patients, the thought pressed in, insistent and treacherous: You could still turn back. England rose up unbidden—stone walls, quiet wards, my father’s hands folded at prayer. I crushed it down with the heel of my mind.
Another stretcher slammed onto the trestles. This one thudded, heavy. The men carrying it were streaked with ash, faces drawn tight.
“¡Cuidado!”
I looked up—and whatever I had been about to say lodged in my throat.

      ***The man on the stretcher was bleeding from somewhere I couldn’t see.
His shirt had been cut away, hanging in shreds from his shoulders. Blood darkened his chest, slick and shining in the lantern light, pulsing too fast. His breaths came shallow, rattling, each one a fight. A makeshift bandage circled his side, already soaked through.
“¿Dónde?” I asked, my accent mangling the word.
A soldier jabbed a finger toward the man’s ribs. “Aquí.”
I swallowed. My hands hovered, suddenly clumsy. Chest wound. No surgeon. No theatre. No X-ray. Just canvas, smoke, and a lantern that flickered as if it might surrender at any moment.
You are not ready for this, the voice whispered. You trained for wards and examinations. For clean incisions and charts.
The man’s eyes fluttered open. He stared at me, unfocused, and something like panic flared there. His hand scrabbled weakly at my sleeve.
“Tranquilo,” I said, though my heart clawed at my ribs. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”
The words were steadier than I felt. They surprised us both.
I leaned in, pressing my ear close, listening past the noise of the tent. Breath on one side—faint. The other—worse. My mind raced through possibilities, lectures remembered in fragments, diagrams sketched on chalkboards far from here.
Seal it. Stop the air.
I ripped open a packet with shaking fingers and slapped the dressing over the wound, pressing hard. The man cried out, body arching. Someone grabbed his shoulders to hold him still.
“Lo siento,” I breathed, more prayer than apology.
For a moment nothing changed. Then his breathing eased, just a fraction. The awful sucking sound softened.
Relief hit me so hard my vision swam.
A shadow fell across us. I looked up, expecting rebuke—someone older, more certain, to tell me I’d done it wrong.
Instead, a woman stood there with greying hair shoved under a scarf, sleeves rolled to the elbow, hands stained as mine were. Her gaze flicked from the dressing to my face, sharp and assessing.
She spoke rapidly to the others. They moved at once, efficient as a well-drilled machine.
Then her eyes met mine.
For a heartbeat, the noise seemed to fall away. I braced myself.
She gave a short nod.
It wasn’t praise. It wasn’t comfort. But it was permission.
The fear didn’t vanish. It stayed lodged beneath my ribs, a tight, burning thing. But beneath it, something else took hold—steadier, stronger.
I wiped my hands on my skirt and reached for the next patient.
I didn’t know how long the night would last.
I only knew I wasn’t leaving.

      ***He came in shouting.
Not the wordless cries of pain I’d heard all night, but sharp, furious Catalan that cracked like thrown glass. The tent seemed to recoil. Heads lifted. Hands stilled. Even the lanterns appeared to hesitate in their swinging.
Four men hauled him between them, boots carving furrows in the dirt. He was broad-shouldered despite the way he sagged, weight borne more by rage than muscle. Blood streaked his temple, dark against olive skin, and one arm hung stiff at his side, fingers curled as if he’d forgotten how to let go.
“Quieto.”
He fought anyway.
His good hand lashed out, catching a helper in the chest. A curse followed. Another man grabbed his shoulders, only to be shoved aside. The wounded man’s eyes were open now—too bright, feverish, sweeping the tent as if he were still on the line.
“¡Fuera! ¡No me toquen!”
A ripple of tension moved through the space. I felt it like a held breath.
“Put him here.” The woman with the greying hair cut through the noise, pointing to the trestle in front of me.
The men hesitated. One glanced at me—at my foreign coat, my unbound hair—and frowned.
I straightened, though my knees protested. “I can help.” English sounded useless. “Puedo… ayudar.”
The wounded man’s gaze snapped to mine.
It hit like a blow.
His eyes were dark brown, glassy with pain but burning with something sharper. Suspicion, raw and immediate. They dragged over my face, my accent, my hands stained with other men’s blood.
He barked a question I didn’t understand.
“She’s a nurse. Una enfermera.”
His mouth twisted. He spat the word I did recognize.
“Extranjera.”
The way he said it made it an accusation.
I stepped closer despite myself. Close enough to smell smoke and sweat and iron. Close enough to see the tremor in his jaw as he fought the men restraining him.
“You’re hurt,” I said, keeping my voice low, steady. “Déjeme mirar.”
For a heartbeat, I thought he might strike me.
His hand lifted, fingers flexing, then stalled in the air between us. Pain surged across his face, sharp enough to cut through the fury. His breath hitched.
The men took advantage, lowering him onto the trestle.
As they did, his gaze never left mine.
Not pleading.
Not grateful.
As if he were memorizing the enemy.

      ***They pinned him long enough for me to work.
I cut away what remained of his shirt. The fabric peeled back reluctantly, stuck to skin and dried blood. He sucked in a breath through his teeth, the sound sharp enough to make my hands falter.
“Despacio.”
“I am.” No one had asked. I leaned closer, examining the damage. A gash across his upper arm, ugly but clean. The temple wound looked worse than it was—blood everywhere, but already clotting. It was the way he guarded his side that worried me, the rigid set of his ribs.
My fingers brushed his skin as I palpated. Heat flared beneath my touch. He stiffened, muscles jumping, and a low curse spilled from him.
“Quiet,” I said again, softer. “Please.”
He laughed once, harsh and incredulous. Another string of Catalan followed, too quick for me to catch, but the tone was unmistakable.
“She says be still.”
His gaze flicked back to my face. Up close, the suspicion there sharpened into something almost intimate—an attention that felt like a challenge. As if he were testing whether I would flinch.
I didn’t.
I pressed along his ribs. He hissed and tried to twist away.
“There,” I said, more to myself than to him. “A cracked rib. Maybe two.” I met his eyes. “No puncture. You’re lucky.”
The word offended him.
I cleaned the cuts as quickly as I dared, water turning pink, then red. He watched every movement, jaw tight, breath shallow but controlled now, anger corralled by pain.
“Why are you here?” His Spanish was rough but clear.
The question caught me off balance. The cloth hovered mid-air.
“To help,” I said at last. It sounded inadequate even to me.
His mouth curled. “You come from England to help us bleed.”
The truth of it struck deeper than I expected.
“I came because doing nothing felt worse,” I said, surprised by the steadiness of my voice. “Because someone has to stitch the men who fight.”
Something shifted in his expression—not trust, not acceptance. Curiosity, perhaps. Or calculation.
A distant thud rolled through the ground. The lanterns swung harder. Dust sifted down from the canvas seams.
I finished bandaging his arm, tying the knot tight. When I straightened, he was still watching me, eyes dark and unreadable.
For a moment, the tent narrowed to the space between us.
Then another explosion cracked closer than the last, and the world rushed back in.

      ***The blast threw us together.
The tent lurched as if struck by a giant fist. Someone screamed. The lantern above us swung wide, then tore loose, glass shattering as it hit the ground. Darkness surged in, thick and immediate, broken only by a few guttering flames.
Instinct took over. I lunged forward, bracing myself against the trestle as the wounded man was jolted sideways. His shoulder slammed into my chest. Pain flared, sharp and breath-stealing.
More debris rained down—splinters of wood, clods of earth. The canvas ceiling sagged, seams popping like gunshots.
“¡Abajo!”
I ducked, covering my head with one arm, the other still pressed against his ribs as if letting go might somehow kill him. My heart hammered so violently I thought I might black out.
When the shaking eased, the silence that followed felt wrong—too sudden, too thin.
I lifted my head.
He was staring at me again. Not with the wild fury from before, but with something colder, sharper. His chest rose and fell fast beneath my hand. I realized, absurdly, that I was half-sprawled over him, my skirts tangled against his legs.
I started to pull back.
His good hand shot up and closed around my wrist.
The grip was strong despite the blood loss. Purposeful.
“What are you?”
I froze. The question wasn’t shouted. It was worse for how quietly it was spoken, edged with certainty rather than confusion.
“I told you. A nurse.”
His thumb pressed into the pulse point at my wrist. He felt it jump.
“No. An English nurse doesn’t arrive alone. She doesn’t ask the wrong questions. She doesn’t listen the way you do.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but another explosion sounded outside, close enough that dust poured down in choking clouds. Somewhere a man cried out. The tent groaned, canvas tearing.
He leaned closer, voice low and fierce, meant only for me.
“Espía.”
The word landed like a slap.
Before I could respond, the ground shook again—harder. A support pole snapped with a crack like bone breaking. The far side of the tent collapsed inward, bodies and stretchers sliding toward the gap as night and smoke poured through.
Hands grabbed at us from all sides. Someone wrenched me backward. His grip broke at last.
As I stumbled away, choking on dust, his voice followed me through the chaos.
“¡Cuidado!”
Whether it was a warning or a curse, I couldn’t tell.






  
  Chapter 2
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Shadows on the Ridge

Mateo


Pain dragged me back into my body. 
It came first as pressure—dull, insistent—then as heat blooming beneath my skin. My shoulder throbbed in time with my pulse, each beat a reminder that I was still here. That I had not bled out in the dust.
Voices reached me through layers of dark. Spanish and Catalan blurred together. Metal clinked. Someone cursed softly. The sharp smell of antiseptic cut through smoke and sweat, clean enough to sting.
I opened my eyes.
Canvas sagged above me between poles. Lantern light bled through the fabric, turning everything the color of old bones. I tried to sit up and the world tilted violently.
“Quieto.” A hand pressed me down.
Memory came in shards.
The ridge at dusk. Rifles cracking. The sudden bloom of white light. Diego shouting my name. Then—hands on me, too many, hauling me back while the ground shook.
And her.
The Englishwoman.
The thought sharpened me more than the pain. I turned my head, scanning the tent. Rows of wounded. Blood-stiffened blankets. No sign of her copper hair or pale, stubborn face.
Good.
Foreigners were trouble. Everyone knew that. Journalists, idealists, spies—they arrived with clean boots and left with lists of names. I had seen it before. Too many times.
Still, my wrist remembered the heat of her pulse under my thumb.
I clenched my jaw and forced the thought away.
Diego loomed into view, his face drawn tight, eyes rimmed red with smoke and something worse.
“You frightened us.”
I scoffed and paid for it immediately, breath tearing out of me in a sharp hiss. My shoulder burned where it was bound, arm immobilized against my chest.
“Where are we?”
“Still on the Aragon line. For now.” His gaze flicked toward the tent flap. “They’re watching everyone who came in tonight. Too many leaks lately.”
I followed his look. Men stood near the entrance, rifles slung but hands never far. A political officer paced, boots precise even in the dirt.
Good. Paranoia kept you alive.
“She accused me,” Diego added quietly.
“Who?”
“The English nurse. Asked too many questions.”
I closed my eyes, the image of her steady hands unbidden. How she hadn’t flinched when I’d looked at her like an enemy.
“She’s dangerous,” I said. “Or she’s foolish. Either way.”
Diego studied me. “You don’t sound convinced.”
I said nothing.
A whistle blew outside—short, sharp. Orders carried through the night air.
Diego grimaced. “Raid at dawn. We draw straws in an hour.”
I stared up at the canvas, listening to the war breathe around us, and wondered—against my will—whether the Englishwoman would still be here when morning came.

      ***They made me sit up eventually.
Not gently. Two men braced me while Diego argued in low, furious Catalan that I should be left alone. The protest earned him a look from the political officer—cold, measuring—and that was that. Pain flared white-hot as they hauled me upright, the world narrowing to breath and grit.
Across the tent, voices rose.
I didn’t need to see to know who it was.
The English nurse stood near the trestles, hair escaped from its pins, sleeves rolled past her elbows. Blood streaked her forearms, dark and drying. She looked too calm for someone being questioned, spine straight, chin lifted as if she were back in some university hall defending a thesis instead of standing in a bombed-out field hospital.
The officer circled her slowly.
“Your papers.”
She handed them over without fumbling.
I watched through half-lowered lashes, saying nothing, storing details. The way she didn’t rush. The way her eyes flicked once—only once—toward the exits. Counting.
Spies did that.
So did soldiers.
“She arrived alone,” someone muttered. “On the night train.”
Her Spanish held, careful but competent. She answered directly, never offering more than was asked. No tears. No outrage. That unsettled me more than fear would have.
Diego leaned closer. “She doesn’t look like one of them.”
“That’s the point.”
The officer stopped in front of her. His next question cut sharper.
Her jaw tightened. “I’m here as a nurse. Nothing more.”
A laugh followed—brittle, humorless.
I felt it then, the unease sliding under my ribs. Not for her. For us. Wars were not lost only to bullets. They rotted from the inside first.
Her gaze lifted, briefly, and found me.
Just a glance. No plea. No apology. Only recognition, as if she knew I was watching and had expected it.
I looked away first.
Diego exhaled slowly. “They’re afraid.”
“They should be.”
The officer handed her papers back at last, but his expression did not soften.
“For now.”
For now was not safety. It was a countdown.
A box was set near the center of the tent. Scraps of paper inside.
The straws.
Men gathered, faces grim, hands steady despite the hour and the blood and the knowledge of what dawn would bring.
I pushed myself to my feet, ignoring the scream in my shoulder.
Duty first.
Always first.
Even if it meant walking back into the fire.

      ***The waiting was worse than the pain.
Men sat where they could—on crates, on overturned stretchers, backs against poles—cleaning weapons already clean. The box rested on a barrel between us, unremarkable, as if it did not contain the next few hours of our lives.
I flexed my fingers, grounding myself in small things. The itch beneath the bandage. The grit between my teeth. Outside, the guns had gone quiet again, the pause before another sentence finished in blood.
Diego nudged the box with his boot. “Short straw goes first wave.”
“First wave always goes,” someone muttered. “Straws just decide who pretends it’s fair.”
A few laughs followed—thin, brittle. Nobody met anyone else’s eyes for long.
I leaned back and closed my eyes.
The ridge returned in flashes. The way the earth jumped under my feet. Carlos’s voice years ago, earnest and unafraid, talking about land and bread and the future as if those things could not burn.
Count the room, I told myself, the habit steadying me. Twelve men. Two rifles down for cleaning. One lantern flickering. One exit watched.
And one English nurse moving among the wounded again, already back to work as if accusation were only another interruption. She knelt beside a boy, murmuring in careful Spanish, hands steady. When the boy cried out, she did not flinch.
That was not foolishness.
Diego watched me watch her. “You’re thinking too much.”
“I’m thinking enough.”
He snorted. “If she were a spy, she’d be smarter than to draw attention.”
“Or brave enough not to care.”
“Or,” he said quietly, “she’s just what she says.”
I didn’t answer. The box scraped as it was dragged closer. No names. No speeches. Just hands reaching in, one by one, pulling fate between thumb and forefinger.
When my turn came, my shoulder protested as I leaned forward. I ignored it.
The paper felt rough, cheap. I held it a moment longer than necessary, listening to the blood in my ears, then opened my hand.
Short.
A breath left me that I hadn’t realized I was holding.
Diego’s jaw tightened. He clapped my good shoulder once—careful, almost reverent. “You’ll be back.”
I nodded. It was easier than speaking.
Across the tent, the English nurse looked up as if she’d felt the shift in the air. Our eyes met again, just briefly. No words. No comfort.
Only the understanding that morning was coming.

      ***Dawn crept in reluctantly, a thin grey light seeping through the canvas as if ashamed of what it would reveal.
The tent smelled different in the morning. Less smoke, more blood. The quiet was deceptive—too careful, as though the war were holding its breath.
I sat on a crate near the edge, adjusting the sling that pinned my arm in place. Every movement tugged at the wound, a dull reminder that I would go out half-mended and expected to act whole.
Nearby, men murmured in low voices.
“They say there was another list found near Zaragoza.”
“Names?”
“Foreign names.”
I didn’t look up. Paranoia was a contagion here; best not to breathe it too deeply.
Across the tent, the English nurse stood at a wash basin, sleeves pushed high, water running red around her fingers before draining into the dirt. She scrubbed methodically, as if blood were just another problem that yielded to patience.
For a moment, the sight rooted me.
She was smaller in daylight, less spectral. Freckles stood out on her cheeks beneath the grime. Her mouth was set in a hard line of concentration. No tremor in her hands.
Diego followed my gaze. “She doesn’t sleep.”
“None of us do.”
“She could have left last night. After the questioning.”
“She didn’t.”
The words surprised me as they left my mouth.
Diego arched a brow but said nothing.
The nurse turned, lifting her eyes as if she’d felt the weight of being watched. For an instant, something passed between us—not recognition this time, but assessment. She looked at the sling, the stiffness in my posture.
“You shouldn’t be up.” Her Spanish was careful. Controlled.
“Neither should you.”
A corner of her mouth twitched, almost a smile, before she caught it. “Someone has to be.”
Before I could answer, a voice cut in, sharp and official. “Form up.”
The political officer stood framed in the tent opening, dawn pale behind him. “First wave moves in ten.”
Men rose at once, movements practiced, faces shuttered. Diego squeezed my shoulder—too hard this time, pain flaring bright.
“Count us back.”
I nodded.
As we moved toward the exit, the English nurse stepped aside to clear the path. For a heartbeat, we were close enough that I could smell soap on her skin beneath the iron tang.
She met my eyes. “Be careful.”
The words were simple. The way she said them was not.
I stepped into the grey light, rifle in my good hand, and told myself that whatever waited on the ridge mattered more than the foreign nurse and the questions she left behind.
I didn’t believe it.

      ***The ridge rose slowly, stubbornly, as if it resented men climbing it.
We moved in a staggered line, boots slipping on loose stone, breath fogging faintly in the cool morning air. My shoulder throbbed with every step, a deep, persistent ache that reminded me I was not whole. I kept my grip tight on the rifle anyway. Appearances mattered.
Below us, the camp shrank into a scatter of canvas and smoke. The field hospital was little more than a pale blot against the dark earth, fragile as a thought.
I told myself not to look back.
I did it anyway.
She stood near the wash area, sleeves rolled, head bent over a basin. A uniform lay across the planks beside her—my uniform, the jacket I’d been cut out of in the night. She worked at it methodically, scrubbing dried blood from the fabric as if it were possible to make it clean again.
The sight unsettled me more than the guns.
She wasn’t supposed to care. Foreigners were meant to observe, record, move on. Not tend to the remnants of men they might never see again. Not try to wash the past out of cloth with bare hands.
Diego noticed my hesitation. “You’re leaving something behind.”
“Nothing I need.”
He didn’t argue, but his gaze followed mine down the slope. “War makes liars of us all.”
A sharp whistle cut the air. We dropped low, bodies flattening against stone as a shot cracked somewhere to our left. My heart kicked hard, focus snapping into place.
This was where I belonged. Between orders and consequences. Between fear and action.
Still, as we advanced, the image stayed with me—her bent head, the red water swirling away into the dirt, carrying traces of me with it.
I wondered what she would see when she looked at us marching out. Soldiers? Patients? Or men already half gone.
The ridge crested ahead. Beyond it, the enemy waited.
I shifted my weight, set my jaw, and forced the questions down where they could not interfere.
If I was lucky, I would come back.
If I was not, the English nurse would finish washing my blood from the cloth, and that would be the only mark I’d left behind.






  
  Chapter 3
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First Light on Ruins

Eliza


By the time the guns went quiet again, my hands were numb. 
Not from cold—from repetition. From washing and stitching and pressing until my fingers no longer felt like they belonged to me. Dawn crept into the tent in a thin grey wash, settling over the wounded like ash after a fire.
I leaned back against a support pole and closed my eyes for three heartbeats. Long enough to feel the ache bloom up my arms. Long enough to hear the sounds I’d been ignoring all night: low moans, the wet rasp of breathing, the soft weeping of someone who had finally stopped screaming.
Someone brushed past me, shoulder grazing mine, and muttered something in Catalan I didn’t catch. The tone was not unkind. That, oddly, hurt more than hostility would have.
I opened my eyes.
The camp looked different in daylight. Smaller. More fragile. Canvas tents sagged under soot and dew, seams darkened by smoke. Beyond them, the land lay torn open—rutted earth, splintered fences, the skeleton of a farmhouse black against the paling sky.
England felt impossibly far away.
I rinsed my hands in a basin already clouded pink. The water stung the raw skin between my fingers. When I straightened, my reflection wavered back at me—hair escaped from its pins, freckles stark beneath grime, eyes shadowed and too bright.
You wanted this, I reminded myself. To matter. To be useful.
A voice rose near the trestles, sharp with pain. I moved toward it automatically, dropping to my knees beside a man clutching his side. As I worked, I felt the weight of eyes on me—curious, wary, assessing. I was still the foreigner. The woman who had arrived on the night train with inconvenient questions.
Someone passed behind me and whispered, not softly enough, “La inglesa.”
I pretended not to hear.
When I looked up again, the soldiers were forming beyond the tents, silhouettes against the morning light. Rifles slung. Faces set. Among them, I saw the broad figure with the sling at his shoulder.
The man from the night before.
He stood rigid, jaw clenched, gaze fixed ahead as if refusing to look back. For a moment—just one—I wondered if he felt it too. The strange tug of recognition that had no right to exist between strangers in a war zone.
A whistle cut through the air. The men moved out.
I watched until they disappeared over the rise, my chest tight with something I did not have time to name.
Then a cry sounded behind me, urgent and sharp.
I turned back to the wounded.
There was still work to do.

      ***The cry belonged to a man pinned beneath his own leg.
The blast had twisted him badly, bone forcing its way through skin in a white, obscene curve. He shook as if cold, teeth chattering, eyes glassy with shock. Two orderlies hovered nearby, uncertain, waiting for instruction.
“We have to take it,” Dr. Rovira said at my shoulder. Her voice was brisk, stripped of comfort. “Now. Or he dies.”
The words landed with brutal clarity.
I nodded, though my stomach lurched. I had assisted before. Never led. Never like this—no theatre, no proper anesthesia, only a bottle of morphine already half gone and a saw whose teeth glinted dully in the morning light.
Someone crossed themselves. Someone else turned away.
I didn’t.
I took the man’s hand and spoke softly, nonsense really—English hymns half-remembered, the cadence steadier than the meaning. His grip tightened, crushing, pain tearing a scream from his throat as the blade bit.
I focused on procedure. On pressure. On the way blood pooled and had to be chased back with gauze and hands that would not shake.
Around us, the tent went quiet. Too quiet.
I felt it then—the watching. Not concern. Appraisal. As if my worth were being measured stroke by stroke, mistake by mistake.
“La inglesa sabe,” someone murmured.
She knows.
The leg came free at last. The man slumped, unconscious now, breath still there if faint. I tied off what needed tying and stepped back, lightheaded, my sleeves soaked through.
Dr. Rovira met my eyes. This time, her nod was sharper. Definitive.
I turned away before she could say anything more. Praise felt dangerous. Like something that could be taken.
As I scrubbed my hands again, voices carried from outside—low, urgent. A warning threaded through them.
“They’re asking about her.”
“British. Alone.”
“Careful.”
My shoulders tightened, but I kept washing until the water ran clear.
When I looked up, the soldiers were returning in ones and twos, no longer marching but stumbling, uniforms torn, faces smeared with other men’s blood. One staggered in laughing, hysterical and unharmed, crimson from collar to waist.
Behind him came the man with the sling.
He wasn’t bleeding—not newly. The blood on him wasn’t his. His eyes found me at once, unreadable, searching as if to confirm something.
“Are you afraid?” he asked quietly, the words rough but careful.
The question caught me off guard.
I looked at my hands. Then at him.
“Yes,” I said.
It felt like the truth mattered.
As he was guided past me toward the trestles, a nurse brushed close and whispered, barely audible, “They’re watching you, miss.”
I didn’t ask who.

      ***The day wore on without ever quite beginning.
Smoke hung low over the camp, flattening the light, blurring the hours into something indistinct. I moved from body to body, task to task, as if following a path only my hands could see. Clean. Bind. Reassure. Repeat.
The warning echoed anyway.
They’re watching you.
I became acutely aware of where I stood, where I lingered. Of how often conversations hushed when I passed. No one barred my way. No one raised a voice. Suspicion here was quieter than accusation—and more dangerous for it.
I bent over a man whose breath rattled like loose stones. As I adjusted his dressing, I felt a presence at my shoulder. Not looming. Waiting.
I glanced up.
The man with the sling stood there, posture rigid, eyes fixed not on me but on the patient. Up close, I could see the tightness around his mouth, the way pain lived just beneath his skin, carefully leashed.
“He’ll live,” I said. It felt like an offering.
His gaze flicked to mine, sharp and brief. “For now.”
The words carried weight I didn’t yet understand.
He shifted his stance, subtly placing himself between me and the open flap of the tent. The movement was instinctive, almost unconscious. Protection—or control. I couldn’t tell.
Someone called his name from outside. He didn’t answer at once.
“You should rest,” he said finally. “You haven’t stopped.”
“I will,” I lied. “Soon.”
His mouth tightened, as if he recognized the lie for what it was. He hesitated, then leaned closer, voice low.
“Be careful who you trust.”
Before I could respond, he turned away, disappearing back into the light.
I stayed where I was, pulse skittering, the echo of his words sinking in.
Around me, the war resumed its rhythm—orders shouted, stretchers carried, guns rumbling in the distance like an approaching storm.
I straightened and returned to my work, aware now that I was no longer just tending wounds.
I was navigating a battlefield of glances and silences.
And somewhere within it, a line was already being drawn.

      ***It happened in

      ***
      ***
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