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      Peter Hartley arrived at the British Field Ambulance station believing in heroism. He was twenty-three years old, American, had read too many dispatches about brave men doing noble things, and thought he understood what war looked like.

      Like the rest, he had no bloody clue.

      The station sat three miles west of Bapaume, occupying what had once been a farmhouse before artillery turned the second floor into memory. Red brick walls still stood on three sides. The kind of brick they used in this part of France, darker than English brick, the color of dried blood. The fourth wall was sandbags and canvas patched with more canvas, patched again with whatever they could find. Rain hammered everything. March in the Somme meant cold that got in your bones and stayed there, and mud the color of old chalk that sucked at your boots and never let go. The kind of cold that made your fingers ache even inside gloves. The kind that turned your breath to fog and made metal burn to touch.

      Peter stood in the courtyard with his duffel at his feet, looking for someone who might tell him where heroes reported for duty. Rain ran down the back of his collar. His new uniform was already soaked through at the shoulders, already picking up that smell. Wet wool and something underneath it, something chemical he couldn't name yet. Cordite, maybe. Or the residue of whatever they used to try to clean the ambulances between runs.

      A man walked past carrying a jerrycan of petrol in one hand and a toolbox in the other. Thirty-something, Welsh accent when he spoke to another driver. Something short and practical about a fan belt. He wore a mud-brown uniform that had been that color on purpose once, before the Somme got into it. Three days of stubble on his face. Hollows under his eyes that said sleep was theoretical. His left hand—the one with the toolbox—had a gold ring on the fourth finger, dulled by mud and work.

      He looked at Peter and took in the clean uniform, the eager posture, the duffel positioned just so. The look said: another one.

      "You the new driver?"

      "Peter Hartley, sir. U.S. Army Ambulance Service, attached to your unit."

      "Davies." He set down the jerrycan with a metallic thunk. "You drive?"

      "Yes sir. I drove—"

      "On roads?"

      "Yes sir."

      "Pavement?"

      Peter hesitated. The question felt loaded. "Yes sir."

      Davies picked up the jerrycan and started walking toward a row of ambulances, boots making wet sucking sounds in the mud. "Come on then."

      Peter grabbed his duffel and followed. The mud tried to keep his boots. He had to yank each step free and felt it pull at his ankles. He could smell it now—chalk and clay mixed together, and something chemical underneath. Definitely cordite. And under that, something worse. Something organic breaking down in the cold. Rot with nowhere to go. His stomach turned. He breathed through his mouth.

      His mother would've told him to say a prayer. He didn't.

      She'd be lighting a candle right now. St. Stephen's on East 23rd, the smell of incense and beeswax, her hands folded, lips moving in silent prayer. Praying for her son in France. Believing it mattered. Believing someone was listening. Peter had believed it once too, before he got here. Before he learned that prayer was words in empty air and God, if He existed at all, wasn't watching this.

      The ambulances looked like they'd been assembled from arguments and spare parts. Ford chassis, mostly. Model T bones with wooden boxes built onto the back and canvas tops that had been patched so many times the original color was a rumor. Some had Red Cross markings painted on the sides. Some had markings that might've been Red Crosses before the mud and shrapnel claimed them. They sat in a row like tired horses, listing slightly to one side or another where the ground had given way beneath their wheels.

      Davies stopped at one that looked slightly less beaten than its neighbors. The canvas was torn in three places but patched. The chassis had mud caked up to the wheel wells but the wheels looked sound. "This one."

      "Mine?" Something bright and stupid rose in Peter's chest. His ambulance. His war.

      "You break it, you fix it." Davies opened the hood. The smell hit Peter's face—oil and hot metal and something burnt, rubber maybe. "Check the oil every morning. Radiator boils over. Fan belt's shit. Learn where everything is."

      He moved to the back and opened the doors. Inside were two stretcher racks bolted to the walls, blankets that looked like they'd seen better wars, and a medical kit missing half its supplies. The space smelled like old blood and disinfectant that wasn't strong enough. The floorboards were stained dark in places where the wood had soaked up too much.

      "Four maximum. Two on racks, two on floor. You'll take whoever they give you." Davies closed the doors. The latch stuck. He kicked it until it closed. "First run's in ten minutes. You're driving."

      He walked away.

      Peter stood there, the smell of mud and metal and rot in his nose. The rain was picking up, drumming on canvas, finding every gap in his collar. Overhead, an observation plane droned past, engine coughing. His hands were cold even in his pockets.

      He climbed into the driver's seat. The steering wheel was freezing, slick with condensation. The whole ambulance smelled like damp canvas and blood that soap couldn't quite reach. Something faintly sweet underneath that he didn't want to think about.

      Davies got in beside him, looking out the windscreen at the rain and mud like it was a problem he'd already solved a thousand times and was tired of solving again.

      "Drive."

      Peter started the engine. It caught on the third try.

      They drove.

      Peter had been driving since he was eight. His father's Model T through Manhattan streets, weaving through traffic on Fifth Avenue. Supply trucks at camp in New Jersey. He understood vehicles. Understood roads. Understood the relationship between wheel and pavement, between intention and outcome.

      He did not understand this.

      This was negotiation with chaos.

      The road consisted of mud, occasional gravel memories, and what might've been cobblestones before someone shelled them into gravel and smaller gravel and dust. Ruts ran deep enough to trap wheels. Parallel channels carved by a thousand vehicles before him, filled with water that hid how deep they went. Shell craters appeared with no warning. Some filled with water the color of rust and old blood, some gaping holes that led down to the white chalk underneath. The mud grabbed at everything. White chalk mud that got everywhere and stuck—on the wheels, on the chassis, on his hands when he wiped his face. It had a smell to it, chalky and mineral.

      The rain made it worse, turned the surface slick, made the ruts invisible until you were in them.

      "Ease off," Davies said.

      "I'm trying to—" Peter jerked the wheel. The ambulance lurched right, then left. "—keep us on the road."

      "Stop trying."

      Peter didn't know what that meant. He kept fighting the wheel, fighting the mud, fighting every instinct that said maintain control.

      "Feel it," Davies said.

      That was all. No explanation. Just those two words and then silence.

      They passed a supply convoy. Horses with their heads down, resigned to the mud. Wagons piled high with crates and canvas-wrapped supplies. Men who looked dead standing up, faces gray with cold and exhaustion, moving because stopping meant thinking and thinking meant breaking. Peter pulled halfway into the ditch to let them pass. The ambulance tilted. He overcorrected and nearly went into the other ditch. The whole vehicle groaned.

      "Slower."

      "We have wounded to—"

      "Slower."

      Peter slowed. His jaw clenched so hard his teeth ached. But the ambulance steadied. He could feel it now—the way the tires found grip in the ruts, the way the chassis flexed over uneven ground, the way the mud pushed back and you had to let it push. Stop fighting. Feel what the vehicle was telling you.

      Artillery rumbled in the distance. Not close. Maybe five miles, maybe ten. But close enough he could feel it in his chest when the big guns fired. The sound was different than he'd expected. Not loud, but a physical thing that moved through the air and ground at the same time. It made his ears ring. Made the windscreen vibrate.

      "How long have you been doing this?" Peter asked.

      Davies looked out the window at the ruined poplars lining the road. The ones that survived stood like broken fingers. Bark stripped, branches gone, trunks leaning at angles. The dead ones lay in the mud like they'd given up trying to be vertical.

      "Two years," Davies said.

      "Jesus."

      Davies's hand went to his ring and spun it. "Left here."

      The Advanced Dressing Station sat in what used to be a village called Longueval. Now it was rubble and tents and the ghosts of what buildings used to be. A church with one wall missing, the crucifix still hanging inside at a forty-five degree angle, Christ looking down at the mud. Red brick farmhouses reduced to brick piles with tarps stretched between the ruins. Shell craters in what used to be the town square, filled with brown water that reflected nothing.

      The smell here was worse. Antiseptic trying to cover gangrene, not even close to winning. Carbolic and rot mixing into something that made Peter's eyes water. And underneath it all, the smell of too many men in too small a space, unwashed, bleeding, and afraid.

      Men moved between structures like ghosts. Walking wounded who shouldn't be walking, but what else were they going to do? Lie down and wait? Some had bandages over their eyes, being led by other wounded who could still see. Some had arms in slings, carrying supplies with their good hand because the hand was working and the war needed working hands. Their faces were gray. Not pale. Gray. Like the color had drained out and what was left was ash held together by skin.

      Davies parked next to three other ambulances, all of them caked in the same white mud, all of them idling rough. "Stay here."

      Peter stayed and watched Davies approach a medic. Both their faces carried the same exhaustion, the same practiced efficiency of men who'd done this too many times. The medic pointed at a tent. Davies went inside.

      A man screamed inside one of the tents. High and sharp and then cut off. Peter's hands tightened on the wheel.

      Five minutes passed. Davies emerged with two orderlies carrying a stretcher between them. They loaded it into the back with smooth, practiced movements, no wasted motion. The wounded man on the stretcher had his eyes closed. Bandages wrapped around his chest and shoulder, already soaking through. They went back for another, then another, then a fourth. The ambulance settled on its springs with each addition, groaning, listing slightly to the left.

      Davies got back in. His hands smelled like blood and disinfectant. "Hospital. Albert. You remember the way?"

      "Yes sir."

      They drove.

      For the first mile, Peter focused on the road. On not hitting craters, not sliding into ditches, not making things worse than they already were. The ambulance swayed and groaned but held course. Rain kept coming, drilling on the canvas roof. His hands ached from gripping the wheel. His shoulders were locked, tense, waiting for something to go wrong.

      Then he heard it from the back.

      Not screaming. He'd prepared himself for screaming. This was worse—low sounds. Animal sounds. Whimpering that came in waves, rising and falling with the ambulance's movement over rough ground. The kind of sounds that bypassed language entirely, that went straight to the oldest part of the brain that understood pain in a way that transcended words.

      Peter's hands tightened on the wheel until his knuckles went white. "Should we—"

      "Keep driving."

      "But they're—"

      "I know. Keep driving."

      The whimpering continued. Peter tried to focus on the road, on the ruts, on the shell crater appearing thirty yards ahead. Tried not to imagine what made sounds like that. What wounds. What pain. Failed completely. His mother's voice echoed in his head: Offer it up. Pain means something. He wasn't sure he believed that anymore. Wasn't sure pain here meant anything except that bodies broke and breaking hurt.

      A crater appeared closer than he'd thought. He swerved too hard. The ambulance tilted, tires screaming in the mud, and from the back came a new sound—sharp, cut off fast. Someone biting down on their own scream. Peter corrected and barely kept them on the road. His heart hammered.

      "Steady," Davies said. Not kind. Not unkind. Factual.

      Peter's jaw clenched tighter. He steadied himself and let the ambulance find its rhythm again. The whimpering resumed, quieter now. Or maybe the same and he was getting used to it. He didn't know which was worse.

      They drove for another hour. The whimpering eventually stopped. Peter didn't ask why. He knew why. Unconscious or dead, and either way there was nothing to do but keep driving. Davies didn't offer commentary—he smoked and watched the road.

      When they reached the Casualty Clearing Station near Albert, orderlies unloaded the wounded with the same practiced efficiency. Peter stayed in the driver's seat, hands still on the wheel, staring at the mud-spattered windscreen. His shoulders ached. His hands were cramping. He couldn't feel his feet.

      Davies lit a cigarette and offered one to Peter.

      Peter took it. His hands shook when he tried to light it. He pretended they didn't and got it lit on the second try. The smoke was harsh and good and real.

      Davies smoked and said nothing—he looked out at the rain and the mud and the other ambulances coming and going like a circulation system that never stopped pumping.

      "How many more runs today?" Peter asked.

      "Three. Maybe four."

      "And tomorrow?"

      "Same." Davies opened his door. Cold air rushed in. "Until it ends."

      He got out and started walking toward the station tent, already knowing where he was going, what needed doing.

      Peter sat there. Rain drummed on the canvas roof. Somewhere a man was screaming—not the animal sounds from the ambulance, something worse. Something that sounded like words dissolving into noise, like a mind coming apart at the seams.

      His cigarette had gone out. He didn't relight it—he held it between his fingers and watched the rain run down the windscreen in streams that looked like everything was melting.

      Davies appeared at his window. "You coming?"

      Peter looked at him. At the mud on his uniform. At the gold ring he kept touching. At the patient exhaustion in every line of his face. At the way he was still standing, still doing this, two years in.

      "Yes sir."

      He climbed out. The mud sucked at his boots. He didn't look up at the planes anymore. Already learning.

      Davies was already walking back to the ambulance, already moving toward the next run. "Ready?"

      Peter followed. "Yes sir."

      They drove.
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      The second day started the same: mud, wounded, Davies saying very little.

      Peter was learning that Davies operated on minimal speech. He'd point, grunt, occasionally mutter "left" or "slower," but mostly he sat and smoked and let Peter figure it out. His hand would go to his ring, spin it with his thumb, then return to the cigarette. A rhythm that seemed unconscious. Something he did when he was thinking or not thinking or existing in the space between.

      Peter was figuring it out. Sort of. The ambulance still fought him. The wheel jerked in his hands when they hit ruts, the chassis groaned over uneven ground. But they'd reached an understanding. He'd stop forcing it, and it would occasionally go where he wanted. The mud still grabbed at the tires. The white chalk still caked everything. But he was learning to read it now, learning which ruts had solid bottom and which were soup that would trap them.

      His hands hurt. Blisters were forming where he gripped the wheel. His shoulders ached from the constant tension. And he was tired in a way he'd never been tired before. Not sleepy, but hollowed out. Like something essential was being scraped away with each run.

      They were three hours into the shift when Davies said "Stop."

      Peter stopped and looked around. He saw nothing but mud, broken fencing, shattered poplars leaning at angles that defied gravity. The road stretching empty in both directions.

      "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing." Davies climbed out.

      Peter waited. Rain had started again. That thin, cold rain that got in everywhere, that found every gap in your collar and ran down your spine in icy streams. His hands were already numb on the wheel. His breath fogged in front of his face.

      Davies walked to a fence post—wood gray with age and weather, leaning slightly. He stood very still.

      Then Peter saw it: a pigeon. Grey, ordinary, sitting on the post like fence posts were made for pigeons and not for keeping French cows in fields that didn't exist anymore.

      Davies stared at the pigeon. The pigeon stared back. Small dark eyes, head tilting. Feathers ruffled against the rain.

      After a long moment—longer than seemed reasonable for looking at a bird—Davies turned and walked back to the ambulance. His boots made sucking sounds in the mud.

      "What was that about?" Peter asked as Davies climbed in and brought the smell of rain and tobacco with him.

      "Pigeon."

      "I gathered. Why'd we—"

      "Wanted to." Davies pulled out his cigarettes and took his time lighting one, hands cupped against the wind. "Drive."

      Peter drove. In the mirror, he could see the pigeon still on its post, getting smaller. A gray dot against gray sky. Then gone.

      They made it another mile before the road disappeared under a convoy. Not gradually—one moment there was road, the next there were horses and wagons and men filling every inch like someone had poured an entire regiment into a funnel and the funnel was clogged.

      Peter stopped and waited. The convoy didn't move—it sat there, horses standing with their heads down, men hunched in the rain, everything at a standstill. The smell of horses and wet wool and unwashed men hit him even through the closed windows.

      "Well?" Davies said.

      "What am I supposed to do?"

      "Your choice."

      Peter looked at the convoy, then at Davies. "Wait?"

      "How long?"

      "Until they move?"

      "They won't." Davies pointed with his cigarette at something Peter couldn't see through the mass of men and animals. "Wagon broke an axle. Thirty minutes to fix. Another twenty to clear it."

      Peter checked his watch. They had wounded to collect at the Advanced Dressing Station near Fricourt. Another village that used to be a village. "Can we go around?"

      "Can you?"

      Peter looked at the terrain. Ditches on both sides, deep enough to swallow the ambulance, filled with water that looked like rust. Fields beyond that, churned into soup by wheels and boots and shell craters. No way through. "No."

      "Then what?"

      Heat rose in Peter's chest. Frustration mixing with exhaustion mixing with the cold that made everything harder. "I don't know. You tell me."

      Davies looked at him—not angry, just measuring. "Watch."

      He climbed out and walked up to the convoy, found a corporal standing by his horse. Peter couldn't hear the conversation, but he could see Davies—not aggressive, not pleading. Talking. Matter-of-fact. The corporal hesitated, then yelled to his men.

      Two minutes later
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