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      Can two War wounded learn how to carry on after life-changing injuries?

      

      No one has told Roland anything useful since he awoke in the Temple of Healing following the battle of Ypres. Muzzy-headed from the potions he's forced to take and with no word from his family or friends, he is entirely alone. He’s only allowed out of his room for command performances, talking about his experience of the War to people who refuse to listen to reality.

      When Elen is assigned as his new nurse, Roland assumes she will be gone in a week or two like all the others. She’s still there in a month, stubbornly insisting on doing everything she can to help him recover.

      Elen has been sent back from the front after a head injury. She used to know the Temple of Healing well, back during her apprenticeship. Now, nothing works like it used to and she can’t figure out what to do about the fact Roland’s Healer is entirely absent from his care. Except, that is, for baffling directives that are not at all in her patient’s best interest.

      Together, they must confront Elen’s fear of questioning authority and find out why Roland has been isolated from everyone he knows.

      Carry On is set during the Great War in Albion, the magical community of England, Wales, and Scotland. First in the Mysterious Power series, it has a happily-ever-after ending full of knitting, compassion, and romance.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          MARCH 15TH, 1915, IN TRELLECH

        

      

    

    
      Elen looked up at the footsteps coming down the hall. The sound of the hard heels on the marble floor indicated it was some secretary or aide, not a nurse or Healer. She had been waiting on the administrative floor of the Healing Temple for at least an hour now. The waiting room was dull, with no windows, and had no clock, so Elen had only been able to tell the passing of time by the chime of the temple bells and the amount of knitting she’d done. Given how far she’d got past the heel of the sock, she thought it had been three-quarters of an hour.

      “Therapeutes Morris? The Archiater will see you now.” He was an older man, too old to join up, though he walked easily enough. She tucked her knitting into her bag and stood up, automatically smoothing her skirts.

      She had dressed with care, wanting to look entirely ready for a new assignment. She wore her best mid-grey uniform dress with the matching half-cape. Her crisp white collar and cuffs were freshly bleached and ironed. A matching white linen cap covered the tight bun at the back of her head and she had attached the plain black bands on her forearms that indicated she was currently without an assignment. She was not on duty, so she was not wearing the apron or the sleeve covers, but they were tucked into the satchel over her shoulder along with her portfolio and her knitting.

      The assistant walked to the centre of the hallway, and Elen worked at keeping up with his pace, to make it seem even, rather than be left scurrying after him. He turned abruptly into a side room, on the right. Elen entered behind him and caught a glimpse, through the windows, of the Temple gardens laid out below.

      The spring flowers were beginning to bloom, mostly tulips, she thought. Before she could be sure, she was briskly escorted into the main office. She found herself standing with her back to the large windows there, feeling bereft of the view, and facing the chief administrator of the Temple.

      “Archiater, Therapeutes Morris.”  This man, she knew, was Roderick Hudson. His dark hair was going silver, in a manner she was sure had been magically aided to be dignified rather than chaotic. His natural facial expression seemed firmly set on dour.

      He had been Archiater, chief administrator of the Temple, for some ten years. It had given him plenty of time to be well established, and he had served in the Boer War as a Healer, so he was at least moderately familiar with wartime needs. He stood, momentarily, the kind of bob upwards that men of his social class gave as a bare gesture to women like her, who were rather beneath them socially. “Therapeutes Morris.”

      No chair for her, then. She hoped it wouldn’t be too long a meeting. “Good morning, Archiater. I’m reporting for reassignment.”

      He nodded, glancing at a manilla folder on his desk. She assumed it must have her files in it. There would be positive comments in it, about her work. Also the negative ones about her own infirmities. She’d been told, with strips torn out of her, that there was no time for nurses to have a sit down because they were feeling woozy. Or worse, because their head was splitting and they were seeing lights and all manner of distractions that were not actually there.

      No amount of arguing had worked, and she’d been sent back to Albion from the hospitals in France, in the hopes they might find something for her.

      “Your records.” The Archiater glanced up. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      She had practised this, repeatedly, in the mirror of the dressing table in her lodgings, stained and tarnished as it was. “I wish to serve, sir, and continue to use my skills, even if I am not able to do so at the front.”

      “You refused one of the country hospitals, rehabilitation work. Surely that would be better suited to your needs? Meaningful work, but a slower pace.“

      Elen took a breath, steadying herself. “I may need quiet sometimes, sir, when I have an attack, but I feel I have a lot to offer here, where there are more varied needs.” Her Healer had encouraged her to find something else to do, but Elen had no idea who she’d be if she weren’t nursing. She certainly didn’t want to find out.

      After a moment’s hesitation, she added, truthfully enough. “The attacks are much less common now, and quite brief, most often in the evenings after I’d be off duty.”  It helped to be away from the artillery, for all sorts of reasons. Brief also covered a multitude of options. Three hours was certainly more brief than eight.

      She continued, keeping her voice even. “The duties in one of the care homes, the patients are generally more stable.” They needed care, certainly, but she could do more than they needed. She wanted to do more than that. She considered, not for the first time, whether to bring up the other part, the reason she was here now.

      He was sharp, the Archiater was, and he looked at her, narrowing his eyes. “And?”

      Caught out, she swallowed. “I would prefer to serve in a temple, sir. I’m Therapeutes to Sirona. At the front, we just had the little shrines, but the auxiliary hospitals often don’t have anything other than the personal ones in quarters.”

      Archiater Hudson snorted, and she was sure then that she had been slotted into a tidy restricted category: middle-aged spinster, overly religious. So long as the label included ‘still useful’ she could cope. There was a long silence as he flicked through her file.

      “Specialities?” Which was in the file, but he seemed the type to want to prod at the information. Honestly, it wasn’t hard to guess, once she’d spelled out the devotion to Sirona.

      “The process of healing, sir, especially arranging for the best long-term results. Before the War, I served at the Temple of Youth, with young people who needed additional support recovering. Tuberculosis, poliomyelitis, scarlet fever, mumps, and so on if the illnesses were particularly debilitating or lengthy. But I have the training, sir, to assist a wide range of rehabilitative healing. They do not currently need additional staff.” The letter she had from colleagues there made it clear they were cutting down on beds, to aid the War effort elsewhere.

      He frowned at her. “Not in your current condition, certainly.” Blast, he was one of those men who thought a nurse was nothing more than a source of additional magical power. And that was a bit tricky right now, she would admit, at least in her own mind. Certainly she would not say such a thing out loud.

      She looked down at the floor, to avoid doing anything else to upset him, and heard him turning the pages again, flipping. “We have a patient,” he said, finally.

      “Sir?” Elen looked up again, just long enough to show her interest deliberately.

      “Major Roland Gospatrick. Excellent family, well-liked. Aiding in recruitment efforts, as his recovery allows.”

      Elen considered. The name seemed familiar, but she couldn’t immediately place it. “And his healing needs, sir?”

      “He suffers from physical ailments, most of which are responding well to treatment. But not all of his concerns are physical. He hears things, has unexpected reactions. It is possible there are hexes, or curses, or something of the kind that we have not yet identified.”

      That suggested rather an unusual history of injury. “The physical injuries, sir?”

      “Several deep wounds, healing well, but he fatigues easily, sometimes he cannot bear light. We would prefer not to leave him alone.” He looked her up and down. “He has not become violent, you understand. If he had, we would be handling his case differently. But he has become - disturbed. Unmoored in time and place.”

      Elen had heard something about these cases cropping up, though this seemed worse than those she’d heard about. “And you wish someone to be with him, see to his recuperation...” She decided to take the risk. “Be alert if there is something that would affect the recruiting?”

      That earned her a beaming smile. “Ah, you are as quick as your letters of recommendation made you sound.” He clearly hadn’t believed them. “Exactly. He will need someone for at least a month or two. Perhaps by then we will have another task for you.”

      It wasn’t as if she could turn it down. It was this or a country hospital, likely dingy and out of the way. “Thank you, sir. I would be delighted to serve.”

      He made a few marks on a form with his pen, then lit a stick of sealing wax. He let it drip onto the paper before stamping the page with the formal seal from his signet ring. “You have rooms nearby?”

      Elen bobbed her head. “Down the street, sir, nurses’ lodgings.”

      “You may be expected to spend the night, on a cot, if he has a relapse.” He glanced over at a clock on a shelf. “It is two, now. Report tomorrow morning, at nine, for your orientation and introduction.” His eyes flicked to the black bars on her sleeves. “Deep green for your uniform.”  Long-term care, of course.

      “Of course, sir. I’ll see to it promptly.”

      “And any other little things you need to tend to. I expect you will be working long hours. We can’t spare anyone else to attend to his needs.” Which meant, depending on how badly off he was, that she could only go to bed when he was settled for the night, and she would have to be back well before breakfast and the morning rounds. She scarcely needed reminding to take advantage of the time she had, as she had been a working nurse for nearly fifteen years now.

      “Good afternoon, Therapeutes.” He rang a bell, and his aide reappeared, taking the form the Archiater held out. The aide cleared his throat. “Let me show you out, Therapeutes.”

      She had hoped to see her new patient’s file, but clearly that would have to wait. Perhaps the ward sister had it. For now, she would retreat back to her soulless little room on a dim side street, and arrange things properly for the coming challenge.

      The rooming house was not as awful as it could be; the roof did not leak, the hot water rarely ran out. However, their landlady certainly did not encourage anyone to sit around in the public rooms chatting. The public rooms were spare and spartan, not like the far more homey rooming house she’d lived in during her later apprenticeship with its piano and tea sets.

      For the moment, though, it was where she would live. And from what the Archiater said, she expected she would not have much time awake in that room in the future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          TUESDAY, MARCH 16TH, AT THE TEMPLE OF HEALING

        

      

    

    
      Elen felt like she was being towed along by an ocean tug boat. She had reported promptly at quarter to nine, then signed what seemed like interminable forms addressing every possible detail.

      She finally finished at ten, enough time for the nurses to get through the usual morning routine without worrying about someone new tagging along. Her uniform was tidy. She’d sewn the dark green stripes on the sleeves, her fob watch was clipped in place, and she had fully stocked her personal supplies in her bag. Handkerchiefs, a few small packaged biscuits for a snack, her knitting, two books. She had no idea what to expect.

      She had, of course, served in the Temple of Healing during her training, all nurses did. But they had rearranged the long-term care wards since then. There were four, at least right now, on the ground floor of two of the buildings at the back of the complex, forming a small courtyard between them. There were other wards above, but she didn’t remember what those were at the moment.

      She approved of keeping the long-term wards on the ground floor. It would be easier to bring the residents outside on a pleasant day, or at least a little closer to the goings-on of the temple. Isolation, disconnection, those were nearly as dangerous as infection in a long-term patient.

      The gardens, at least, had not changed in the past decade. The flowers were beginning to bloom, and she felt more alive than she had in months walking past the scents of the herbs from the apothecary plants. It certainly would be more pleasant than the grey and endless dust and mud in France.

      Elen took a breath, on the broad paving stones outside the entrance, glancing back over her shoulder at the Temple, and the gardens spread out in front of it. Then she squared her shoulders and followed the little sign placards leading her to the ward nurse’s office.

      Sister Almeda, in charge of this ward, took her firmly in hand. “Therapeutes to Asclepius, of course.” Most of the heads of wards were, there were biases in every system, including the hierarchy of deities honoured and served here. Sirona, to whom Elen had given her hands quite a long time ago, was respectable, but not the most influential of healing deities. “I expect all nurses on my ward to do their turn at temple duties without complaint.”

      “That is why I asked to be posted here, Sister, the chance to spend time in the shrines, properly.”

      There followed a string of questions about her qualifications, her best and worst skills, and why she was not at the front. Under Sister Almeda’s unyielding gaze, Elen had been honest about the limitations, and also noted that her migraines had been much better since she’d returned from France a month ago. She did not directly offer her Healer’s report, and Sister Almeda seemed content with what Elen passed along, or at least indifferent. Elen had no idea what to do with that.

      “Well. We need someone with Major Gospatrick, and we shall see if you will do.” She considered, and unbent enough to say, “We can’t otherwise spare someone for him all the time, and you, on the other hand, will need to demonstrate your skills and usefulness.” Sister Almeda stood, abruptly, escorting Elen out of the office and locking up. The ward sister walked briskly down the stairs, then across to the next building, with Elen trotting behind.

      This, at least, Elen had expected. She hadn’t served in the Healing Temple proper since her apprenticeship, and most of the people who’d known her well were elsewhere, now. She’d never been skilled at coming to the notice of the influential people, so she didn’t have notable nurses or Healers vouching for her. She had known she’d have to prove that she was calm and competent, and all the more so since she’d been sent home from useful work at the front.

      When they were in the next ward, there was a little sharp nod, a hint of approval. “The wards are all on the same basic layout. Supply closet there. Staff room there. The ward facing is the same plan, reversed, of course. The bell there will summon any nurse on call to the proper room. You won’t answer those. You are to be with him from before morning rounds through supper, with only brief breaks for the necessities and your shrine duties. There is an orderly at night, and to assist as needed with bathing and rehabilitation exercises.”  She gestured at the hallway. Elen took the hint

      “You may have a book or knitting, or some other appropriate quiet occupation with you. He dozes much of the time. We have bandages to roll, of course, as well, you’ll be expected to do your quota.”

      “Yes, sister. May I ask more about his treatments? Or condition? I haven’t seen his file yet.”

      “That is classified, Ministry orders.” That came out tight and clipped. “You are to ignore anything he tells you when he is non compos mentis.”  Elen got the sense, suddenly, that Sister Almeda did not approve at all, but was not going to permit herself to so much as hint openly at that. She could see no way to ask about it, though, not without seeming difficult.

      “His Healer, Senior Healer Cole, has prescribed a regimen of potions. One of his juniors will come by on rounds.” That was a little unusual, though perhaps Major Gospatrick had been here for long enough to become uninteresting to his Healer.  Elen didn’t approve. Junior Healers needed to learn, but she didn’t think much of a senior Healer who didn’t check in regularly. There had been a senior Healer at the Temple of Youth who’d spent his days in his posh office, or out chatting with the better-off families, and Elen had little patience for that kind of sloth.

      “Has Healer Cole placed any limitations on rehabilitative approaches?” Some did, and it always made her work more difficult. Worse, too many Healers thought they knew that side of the work better than the nurses who’d trained in it.

      “Ordinary rehabilitative practices are permitted, exercises and walks, taking him to the courtyard if you think it appropriate. His prior nurses have agreed with Healer Cole that this seemed unlikely to have much benefit. No magical work other than the first and second codex.” Warming and relaxing charms, the variants any Alethorpe healing student learned by their second year, if not earlier.

      Elen frowned. “May I ask why a nurse is with him at all times?” She also didn’t think much of the fact Major Gospatrick appeared to have been stuck in the same room for weeks at a time, but it would not do to say so.

      “He becomes disorientated. It is thought better to have someone who can reorient him.” Sister Almeda made the kind of delicate pause that Elen had learned to pay close attention to. “The Ministry and Army officials have been insistent on his participation in recruitment efforts, and it would benefit  the Temple for him to be able to take on more of that work.”

      Elen nodded. She could hear the unstated command there, that it was up to her to build his strength and stamina. “Yes, Sister.” Elen thought anyone who’d been invalided out with serious and mysterious injuries at the rank of Major had already done rather a lot for the War effort. But she knew to keep that opinion to herself.

      “He may ask you to read to him, from books of his choice, but we do not generally make newspapers available to patients at this time.” Given how little of the news seemed good these days, Elen could not quite argue. One never knew when some particular report might strike like elf-shot for a given person, either, tangling up their magic and their healing and their sense of self.

      “Does Major Gospatrick have a particular routine?” Back at the Temple of Youth, she’d have been presented with a properly formatted schedule, the best ways to contact the primary Healer, and half a dozen necessary documents. Here, there had been none of that.

      “A bath in the afternoon, meals as provided by the orderlies.” Sister Almeda’s voice was increasingly crisp.

      “No visitors, then, Sister?” Elen could not help but be puzzled by several things here. The isolation of someone who was supposed to be of interest seemed quite odd, but also, no one seemed to be considering the implications. On one hand, the Major rated a nurse of his own. But that sort of person usually had influential family or friends checking in.

      “One, early on, a woman about his age, no one since, other than the Ministry and Army gentlemen. Here we are.” Elen wondered why only the one. Perhaps he did not have family, or they were elsewhere in the Empire. Sister Almeda walked briskly down the hallway to a room at the furthest possible corner, tucked away in the back of the complex.

      Elen considered where they must be. The wall and tunnels must be right beyond this end of the building, the network that separated the laundries and storerooms and kitchens from the Temple itself. It would be very quiet back here, with little to interrupt rest - but also little to engage the mind or the eye. She did not like that at all, but she had no idea how to ask if it were deliberate or an accident of which room opened up at which time.

      Sister Almeda rapped twice on the door frame of the last door on the right, and there was a faint noise from inside, a grumbling. The light was dim, just a bedside lamp, that cast a dull golden light that didn’t really illuminate much at all.

      “Good morning, Major Gospatrick. Let’s get you more light, and a bit of fresh air.” Sister Almeda’s voice was now the false brightness many nurses put on with patients, rather than the sharper clipped tones she’d been using with Elen.

      The man in the bed made another noise, working up a protest, that Sister Almeda thoroughly ignored.

      “Therapeutes Morris has been assigned to attend to your healing, Major Gospatrick. She served here in the temple some years ago, during her training, and elsewhere, since. I’m sure she has some new stories for you.” The window open, she adjusted the overhead light to shine more brightly.

      It let Elen get her first proper look at her new patient. Blonde, very much in the heroic mode, she thought. He was squinting slightly, the kind of furrow in his brow that she got when her migraines made all the light too much. The Archiater, at least, had been informative when he’d mentioned Major Gospatrick was light sensitive. She’d fix that, as soon as she could. His injuries, whatever they were, were not too obvious. Both hands, unscarred. Both feet, beneath the blankets and sheets, one knee slightly bent.

      He was wearing silk pyjamas, so he was a man of some money, then, and not so ill they worried about him spoiling them. His face, now, that was interesting. He had the broad forehead and sharp chin of Albion’s finest young men, though she thought he was not too much younger than she was. Early thirties, perhaps. The lines in his face, the darker spots under his eyes, made that harder to read.

      She had been cued by the Archiater’s comments, of course, but she felt some slight sense of miasma there. As a concept for physical health, the idea was ridiculous, of course, but nurses were trained to look for the slight signs of a disruption in someone’s magic or essence. In this case, it was as if there were a murky fog around him, faint but enough to fade everything. Or perhaps more like a whiff of mold or damp. Soggy was the adjective that came to mind, or maybe it was more like something silted up.

      The room itself, as she got a chance to look, showed all the signs of a long-term resident. There was a comfortable easy chair by the bed, so she would at least not be straining herself to spend hours there. It was not the sort of thing you had on a surgical ward, or infectious disease where cleanliness was the greatest concern. A second chair, this one wooden, stood on the other side of the window. A dressing gown hung on a hook on the wall, and there was a small bookshelf, with a dozen volumes. On top, there were some simple yellow flowers in a vase, likely from the temple maidens, as a token of cheeriness.

      A narrow table, facing the bed, held the usual array of necessary items, a pitcher for water, a cloth laid out with a thermometer and various other small nursing tools. Good, she wouldn’t need to go search those out. A folding table for meals was leaning beside it.

      However, there were no photographs, nor any other personal effects in evidence, though the bookshelf had a larger scrapbook that might be relevant.  There was a small wardrobe in the corner, and the room was big enough it didn’t feel too crowded. The door cracked open to one side led to a tiled room. A lavatory, possibly also a private bath.

      “Sister.” His voice sounded tired. “Would you tell Healer Cole I would like a word, when he comes round?” There was a quiet resignation there, as if he’d asked the same thing a dozen times before with the same non-answer.

      “I will note it on your chart.” Then there was a little chime, like a portable version of a clock, from Sister Almeda’s own watchfob.  She glanced at it. “Pardon, I’m needed elsewhere. Therapeutes, an orderly will be by with luncheon at noon, and to help with Major Gospatrick’s bath at two. During his bath, come report to my office.”

      “Yes, Sister.” Elen refrained from bobbing, but stood at attention, waiting a moment. Then she peered out into the hallway, making sure Sister Almeda was indeed on her way out of the ward, before she turned back. “I agree that it’s stuffy in here, but I think you would prefer a bit less light, am I right?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          ROLAND’S ROOM, THE SAME DAY

        

      

    

    
      Roland blinked at the figure at the window. She was lit from behind, putting her face in shadow. Another Healer. No. His head ached already, still. Therapeutes. Nurse. Whatever.

      “Less light?” Her voice was crisp, practised, but she was expecting an answer of some kind.

      He nodded and regretted it immediately. He’d woken up with a splitting headache. It wasn’t caused by his evening potion, though that left him feeling awful in entirely different ways. Not that that got him out of taking it. He’d tried arguing. Once he’d even tried fighting, and he’d got pinned down. A pair of orderlies had appeared from nowhere, then he’d been pinned by magic, and they’d used something to force him to drink.

      Roland was smart enough not to try that again. And it was potions, so tucking the pill in his cheek and spitting it out later was out. He hadn’t figured out a way around that, so far, especially as weak as he was, and as unpredictable as his magic seemed to be. Not that he’d been permitted to sort that out either. He’d even been told he couldn’t try the most basic magical exercises he’d been taught as a child.

      He realised suddenly that she was still standing there, patiently. Finally, grudgingly, he said, careful not to move his head more than he had to. “Less light, please.”

      She pulled the curtains closed, all the way, not leaving the narrow strip that was almost worse than having them fully open. “They are quite thick. Perhaps I could arrange a lighter layer, to filter, without being so much? It is a bright day out today, after all that rain.”

      Merlin’s beard, she seemed like a chatterer, if that was how she started. He hated that. He said nothing, watching as she went to close the door fully, then set down her bag beside the easy chair that faced his bed. He wondered what she had in there. Knitting, probably, or something to be darned. She seemed the sort.

      He got a better look at her now. She was nondescript, that was the best way to put it. Mid-thirties, maybe early forties, it was hard to tell in the dimmer light.

      She had dark hair, pulled back into the tight knot at the back of her head that he always thought looked rather painful. Any hint of a loose strand was shellacked back with whatever magic women used for that sort of thing. A starched nurse’s cap covered most of her hair except the bun and a line at the forehead.

      She seemed sturdy, not the slender willowy sort of woman more common in his social circles, certainly not a fashionable sort of body. Not that it was easy to tell through the layers of uniform that all of them wore like armour. And she moved with a tight precision and efficiency of movement that seemed as regimented as his own comrades in the army.

      She looked him up and down, like she was weighing him up. Then she went to the pitcher and glasses on the table at the far end of the room, filled one of them, and brought it back for him. “Water?”

      Roland blinked at her. He was thirsty, but how was she to know? He nodded, very slightly, and took the glass. His hands weren’t shaking too badly today, but he held the glass with both hands, just to be sure. Then he reached to set it down, and she let him. Other people would have taken it, immediately, as if a shattered glass were the worst thing that could happen. He couldn’t tell if she didn’t know or if she didn’t care, and it gave him no hint of what to do.

      “I am Therapeutes Morris. Nurse Morris, if you prefer.”

      He wet his lips. “Roland Gospatrick.  Major Gospatrick.” Well, he had been, and they wouldn’t take his rank from him, even if he were invalided out now.

      She nodded again, briskly. “Now. My previous work has largely been with children, or at least young people. You are neither a schoolboy, nor recovering from a childhood illness. I haven’t served in the Temple here since my apprenticeship, so I’ll be picking up a lot as we go.” There was a pause, as if she were trying to decide how to phrase something. “The Healers have charge of your care, but if there is something that is bothering you, please tell me, if you would. I can see if I can ease it, at least.”

      Curious phrasing. And at least she didn’t seem like she wanted to be a martinet for the sake of it. He didn’t respond, and she stood, looking at him for a long moment. “If I may, I would like to take your vitals. Get a sense of things.”

      It seemed harmless enough, not that he could stop her. Though she at least asked his permission rather than just grabbing for his wrist. He almost nodded, instead shifting his hand so she could reach the pulse there. She stood, in the universal posture he had come to know and loathe, of having someone obliged to touch him, and someone he was obliged to allow.

      Pulse, then she counted his breaths, and he had to keep himself from the instinctive desire to hold his breath and mess up her count. Then she went to the table and brought back a thermometer, popping it in his mouth. She stood back, glancing at her fob watch, then, when she removed it from his mouth, asked briskly, “Pain? And how does your magic feel?”

      The first was something they asked occasionally, but not, he thought, often enough. That didn’t mean he wanted to tell her. He couldn’t obscure the other signs, but he could lie about the pain. And his magic.

      He didn’t say anything. She let the silence be, then nodded once, as if not answering her were the answer she expected. She turned, and went to the back table, doing something to clean the thermometer before writing down half a dozen figures in a little notebook she’d produced from nowhere. When he still didn’t answer, she settled down in the chair by his bed, and said, “I am glad to read to you, if you prefer.”

      Roland closed his eyes, and let himself sink back against the pillows, trying to find an angle that made his head pound less. He counted ticks of the clock for half a minute, then heard her take something out of her bag. A few moments later, he could hear the softest clickety-tap of knitting needles.

      He must have dozed for a time, because the next thing he knew was a hand resting on his, very lightly. “Major Gospatrick? Your luncheon will be delivered in a few minutes.” He could faintly hear the rattle of the trolley in the hallway outside, muffled by thick walls, but she had silently cracked the door open just a hair. “May I open the blinds? Sister Almeda will ask about it, I’m sure.”

      Roland tried to parse that, then waved a hand, weakly. She took it as permission, and went to draw the curtains open, closing the window to a narrow gap, just enough to keep fresh air moving. The sun had moved enough that it fell at about his knees, rather than too near his face, at least. He watched her movements, squinting against the light. She turned back, and asked, “May I help you sit up?”

      “I - I can.” His voice cracked, and he coughed, but then he began to work his way around to sitting up, squashing the pillow behind him into place.

      Instead of fussing at him, she turned to go and refill his water glass, bringing it back over to him when it was full. He had managed to get himself settled, and he felt it wasn’t too poor a showing. She let him drink, again, not demanding she take the glass back, but he gestured at her with it, wordlessly, when he’d drunk about half of it.

      He could hear the orderly at the next door, now, and Nurse Morris straightened, sitting down in the chair, or rather perching. When the orderly opened the door, there was a nod at her. “Table in the corner, nurse, if you would.” It was polite enough, if in a rough accent. Harry tended to be less brusque than a number of them.

      She brought over the bed table, setting it across his lap with quick practised gestures that made it clear she had done that particular task thousands of times. Not just someone who had volunteered because of the War. No, she’d said she’d served in the Temple some years ago.

      His brain went flying off, wondering what she’d done since, and then whether he cared or not. By the time he’d managed to bring his focus back, there was a bowl of soup, and a meat pie, or rather a slice of one. It was cut up so he didn’t have to manoeuvre through a thick and unyielding crust. He was never sure whether to feel insulted that they had, or grateful that he didn’t need to fumble through doing it himself.

      His nurse waited until he’d started, and then asked the orderly, “A word?”

      They withdrew to the doorway, and he caught snatches of her voice, and of Harry responding, in a low bass rumble. He couldn’t make all of it out, but she appeared to be asking about the routine, the process for his bathing, other schedules for the day. Harry seemed cordial enough, but distant. Not smiling, or teasing, like he did with some of the other nurses. It must have been a dozen exchanges, back and forth, before she said, a little more loudly, “Thank you. We’ll see you at two, then.”

      She waited for Harry to leave, then closed the door again. The others hadn’t done that, they’d always wanted to have the door open. In case - in case he did something. He didn’t know if she hadn’t been warned or if she didn’t care. Maybe she was like him, and she didn’t care much about anything, anymore, here in this exile.

      “Would you like me to read, while you eat?”

      He’d like her to read a newspaper, but he had learned quickly not to ask for one. He gestured slightly, with his empty fork. “Top shelf. Any book.” They were all much of a muchness, the sort of adventure story that wouldn’t cause any comment by anyone who glanced at his bookshelf. He’d learned a long time ago not to give the sort of people who wanted to pry anything to pry into. Here in the hospital, that was only more true.

      She drew out one he’d read and had read to him before, about finding lost temples in the Egyptian desert, but that was fine. He knew how it went, it would give him a chance to get a sense of her voice without dealing with prattle.
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      When he was done eating, Nurse Morris stopped reading aloud long enough to clear his tray, and leave it and the dishes on the cart outside. Her voice turned out to be pleasant enough to listen to that he’d managed to be distracted from his food. She didn’t attempt to chatter again, or to ask him more questions.

      As it drew on for two, he said, “You are reporting to Sister’s office?”

      Nurse Morris glanced up, startled, looking rather more like a doe than something human. “Yes, Major.” Then she inhaled, and said, “Did you have a request?”

      He waved his hand. Having a request would mean wanting things, and wanting things was complicated. He mostly didn’t. He considered if he had any real interest in asking about her background. He thought about asking her to find out about when Healer Cole would come by, but every other time he’d asked that, it had come to nothing. This would be no different.

      Besides, chances were she’d be on duty with him for perhaps a week, and then something would happen. She would disappear, to be replaced with a combination of orderlies and overworked nurses, never the same one two days in a row. Then they’d find someone else willing to be stuck with him. The previous nurse would never be talked about again.

      Before he could make a firm decision, there was a knock on the door, and a “Harry, sir.”

      She gathered up her bag, and said, “Come in.”

      “We’ll be half an hour, sister.” Harry was being unusually deferential, which was curious enough to make Roland pay a little attention. “Do you know how to get to Matron’s office?”

      “Yes, thank you. Half an hour, then.” She nodded, then set off briskly.

      “Sir, can you sit up for me?” The obligatory intimacies, and the cajoling required, the dance of someone of less status and rank, making him do things he did not care about, but was obliged to do. It had the bones of a comic opera, somewhere, lost underneath the muck and mud and awfulness.

      Harry went to start the bath in the next room, and Roland pushed himself fully upright, then swung his legs over the edge of the bed. They felt particularly sodden today. When he tried to stand, he immediately lost his balance, and sat down with a thump on the bed.  There were days when he could make it to the loo or the bath and back on his own, and days when it was like this.

      Harry sighed, softly. “Let me get Walter, sir.” The other orderly on this ward.  Harry went out, coming back a minute later with Walter, an older man, but sturdy.

      “Heard you had a new one. What’s she like then?” Oh, they were going to gossip. He usually hated it, they talked over him like he wasn’t there, but this time it might be useful, if there was anything different about this one.

      Harry grunted, going off to check the bath, then coming back, and taking up his place on Roland’s right side, as Walter did on his left. With his arms over their shoulders, and their arms around his back, he could manage well enough. First to the toilet, while they retreated to the bedroom, and he could overhear. His ears still worked quite well, at least.

      “Gather she got sent back from the front.”

      “Disgrace, or something else?” They sounded like they were doing the sort of rudimentary tidying up that put everything out of place.

      “Dunno. Not going to serve there again. Maybe she’s not brave enough.” Roland thought that not being at the front was entirely sensible. Orderlies working in the safe and ordered hallways of the Temple of Healing didn’t have any room to throw stones. At least Nurse Morris had made the effort.

      “So no idea why she got sent here?”

      “My Allie’s best friend, May, she said Nurse Morris saw the Archiater.” Walter sounded like that wasn’t a usual sort of thing. Some sort of administrator, Roland believed, not someone he’d ever met.

      “Huh.” Harry was quiet for a moment, leaving Roland to listen to the sounds. “And assigned here?”

      “Guess she did something, one of the other places? Sanitaria or somewhat. Before.”

      “Anyone know her?” Harry sounded slightly intrigued. “She got anyone?”

      “Don’t know anything about her, yeah? Though she wasn’t wearing a ring, I guess. Just the uniform.”

      “Strict, then.” Many of the nurses here had more personal touches than were technically permitted, a brooch or ring or some other decoration.

      Walter passed by the crack in the door, and Roland could see him shrug. “What was she like, then?”

      “Polite enough. Didn’t make me do all the set-up, like that Margaret Smith, upstairs.” Margaret was, he gathered, snobbish and rather nasty, from the comments both Harry and Walter had made over the past few months. Also, apparently, with friends in high places, because she kept a position with a light caseload.

      “Out of your class, man. Alethorpe, Allie thought. Her friend got a glimpse of the pendant, yeah?” Then there was a sound, like Walter clapping Harry on the back. “Come out with me Friday night, yeah? Allie’s got a friend.”

      “Allie’s always got a friend.” That was good-natured grumbling, and at that point, Roland shifted to flush, and then called out “Ready.”

      It took a few moments to get him settled in the bath. “There you are, sir. We’ll be making up the bed now, you give a shout if you need us.”

      Roland nodded. “Ta,” he said. “Don’t mind a bit of a soak.” The water was restorative, the bathtub was charmed to keep it warm - it was part of his therapy, that, though not every day. And if they took the chance for a bit of a break and maybe a smoke while he was in the bath, he didn’t mind.

      He leaned his head back against the cooler cast iron and enamel, letting his eyes close again. Alethorpe, he knew a number of the Healers went there. His mind seemed to want to wander down this thread of information, and he had no particular reason to stop it. He’d be here for fifteen minutes or so, then scrubbed, then popped back into bed.

      He wondered if she’d wanted to be a Healer, or if that was something people made a decision about. There were female Healers, he’d met some of them, though most of them were rather terrifyingly devoted to their particular healing deities and arts.

      He’d not had much experience of Healers before this, male or female, other than a few bumps and minor injuries at school and in Army training. It wasn’t something his family ran to. It wasn’t the hard work and commitment - they were good at that. But it was a different way of life, a sameness, that he thought his parents would never tolerate.

      He’d known a bookbinder who’d gone to Alethorpe. A few other crafters, including the gunsmith he preferred for work and repair before the shooting season began.

      He supposed he was going to have to think about some sort of new occupation for his time, since the thought of the guns going off made him shiver. Rather worse if he dwelled on it. Books, perhaps. Maybe working on regimental histories, or military history. His father would approve of that, perhaps.

      He wasn’t sure what to expect from his father now, he’d not heard anything from his family since he’d ended up here.  Just that one fleeting visit from his former fiancee, early enough in his stay he’d have thought it a fever dream except for the letter she’d sent afterwards. He had no idea what to make of that, and it made his head hurt to think about it. His head and his heart.

      He yanked his train of thought back to something else. Books, he’d been thinking about books. Of course, the book idea would only work if his eyes wouldn’t start blurring after only twenty minutes. It had been ten, last month, so at least that was some progress.

      He heard the orderlies again; perhaps they had popped out to the courtyard for a smoke, on the side no one would spot. They weren’t supposed to leave him entirely alone, out of earshot, in the bath. He’d heard their orders. Well, he wasn’t supposed to be left alone, period. If a nurse wasn’t with him, his door was open, and there was a charmed device that alerted them to anything unusual.

      Or, well. Or he’d taken his evening potion, been made to take it, and the next ten hours, he suspected he barely moved at all, the way he ached in the morning. More like a dozen hours. The blasted thing took a while to wear off, and whenever the Healers did come round, he always felt muzzy-headed and unable to make the words come out to ask questions.

      It was always one of the junior Healers. They would inspect him, asking him a series of precisely defined questions as sharp as an interrogation. They talked about the senior Healer, Healer Cole, but Roland couldn’t remember ever meeting him. The juniors never listened to Roland, never gave him space to talk about anything that he was feeling that he hadn’t been asked about. He wasn’t sure he could tell them - or would - but never to have the chance made him want to retreat into a dark hole and never come out.

      No one told him anything. Not how long he might be here, or when he could go somewhere else. Or even what was wrong with him. He’d heard murmurs, on and off, he gathered what was broken in him wasn’t something they were terribly familiar with, even here. But they wouldn’t explain to him what they knew, or what the potions did.

      Sometimes he woke, and something had been shattered, a pitcher or a glass. Once, terrifyingly, it had been the rocking chair beside the bed, like something had cleaved it in two. That nurse, he’d never seen again, and the orderlies had only talked about her in hushed voices, glancing around to make sure no one overheard.

      They started talking again, picking up a conversation. “You see the notice, about the, the aus...”

      “Austerity.” Harry had, he gathered, a larger vocabulary than Walter. “Yeah. Them wanting to save money.”

      “Well, there is a War on. But we work plenty long, and plenty hard, why should we pay for it that way too?”

      “Dunno.” They were making the bed now, the snap of clean sheets and the cedar from the storage closet filtering through into the bathroom. “Dunno how we can argue, though. And it’s better than a mine, or the front, or a farm.” Harry had clung to this job, saw it as a step up for his family.

      “Farm’s not so bad. Bloody hard work, but some rewards.” They had this argument on and off. “And people always need food. Get yourself a bit of a specialty, cheese, cider, jams, somewhat, you can make a bit beyond the usual.”

      “Pah. You can keep a farm. Too many bloody animals.” Then a grunt, and the sounds of the blankets being tucked under, hospital corners that pinned him down. “Besides. There’s a War on. And not like to end too quick, despite what everyone said. Home by Christmas, they said.”

      Roland thought that whatever else, neither of these men had been touched too directly by it. They hadn’t gone to fight, and he didn’t think they had brothers or sons who had. Maybe he was wrong.

      He knew the people making the decisions expected the War to go on. That’s why they dragged him out, and propped him up. Why they wound him up like a clockwork toy, to encourage other men to go and fight. They weren’t the ones who’d been down in the trenches, and seeing their men blown to bits, or killed by a sniper. Roland had taken shelter in the trenches here and there, in the course of his own duties. He’d seen the way the officers - the good ones - had taken that blow again and again.

      He wasn’t out there with the guns and the mud and the blood, not any more, but at least he’d done his bit. Maybe he could find some small favour in that.
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      Elen halted, once she cleared the doorway from the central ward where Sister Almeda had her office. There were four long-term wards, all on the ground floor, and Sister had taken a large room facing the Temple gardens in one of the middle buildings as her office. It enabled her to keep an eye on much of the coming and going, certainly anyone of particular note.

      The side door, however, was not in her direct line of sight. Elen stopped, checked the angles of the windows, and then stepped onto one of the stone paths. There was a smaller garden here, a courtyard with plants at least, between the buildings. She took a deep breath, wanting to gather her thoughts before going back to her duties.

      Some of the meeting had been a help, at least. She had finally been presented with a daily schedule, to be modified as required by others. She had been warned she would likely need to stay late after the Major had a recruiting event. The next one was in three weeks, barely enough time for her to begin to establish a proper understanding of his usual routine and condition and make a start on improving it.

      Sister Almeda had not explained the actual events themselves, or their particular demands, and Elen wondered if she even knew. Elen was to accompany him there, wait outside, and accompany him back, without drawing attention to herself or to his needs. From what Sister Almeda hadn’t said
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