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      1917: World War One. The intense battles on the Western Front in France have reached a stalemate. Russia is in the midst of civil war and about to withdraw from the Allied effort. Meanwhile, the British Army has made progress battling the Ottoman Turks up the northern coast of the Sinai Peninsula, from the Suez Canal in Egypt to Gaza in Palestine. The objective: to capture Jerusalem.

      In March 1917, the British offensive is halted at Gaza. Another attempt to take the city in April proves to be a catastrophic failure with huge casualties. The advance stalls.

      Elsewhere in Arabia, Captain T.E. Lawrence makes valuable progress for the British working with local Arab leaders who have been promised an independent Arab state after the war.

      They have already been betrayed.

      Under the Sykes–Picot Agreement, the British and the French have already secretly arranged to divide the Arabian Peninsula between themselves after the war. What’s more, Zionist leaders both in London and in the NILI Spy Network in Jerusalem have been promised British support for the establishment of a Jewish homeland after the war.

      Overextended in their promises and on the brink of facing the full weight of the German army on the Western Front, the Allies are on the brink of collapse. Then hope comes in April 1917 when the United States enters the war on the Allied side.

      But mobilizing the American troops will take time. The Germans and Ottomans know that they must strike, and strike hard … and they have only a limited window of time in which to do it.
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      Weary of death, Ginger Whitman couldn’t seem to drag herself away from it.

      The dim light of dawn shrouded the path winding down the side of the craggy hill. Her boots slid on sand and rock as she loosened the clasp of her short red uniform cape, wiping the sweat on her neck. The stench of decay curdled in her throat.

      A half-dozen soldiers worked. Their shovels scraped into sand with a thumping cadence. Each toss of earth devoured the broken bodies in the pits beside them. Some nurses called her foolish for coming here every morning. But who else would come to pay respects? She couldn’t recognize the dead faces from her vantage point, but their voices haunted her dreams. Lives cut short by the unending, brutal tide of war.

      The chaplain stood nearby, praying. She bowed her head. So many lives she couldn’t help save. The bodies of Ottoman Turks fallen on the British line received a similar hasty burial nearby. In death, the heaps of bodies were indistinguishable, save for the remnants of uniforms. Death made equals of cowards and heroes, friend or foe. As the war had progressed, the British government enacted sober policies for burying enemy dead. The government had more hope their enemies would return the favor than she did.

      She lifted her hand to her nose, the rotten scent stoking her ire. Her father predicted when she’d joined that she’d learn to hate. He’d called her naïve, claimed when the pleasantries of polite society vanished, she would understand the safety she’d abandoned. He hadn’t been entirely wrong—but what he labeled as safety had been innocence cloaked in the privilege of her family’s wealth and status. Three years of lost innocence tormented her soul like a festering wound.

      She muttered a prayer for the Turkish soldiers too.

      As she kept watch, the grey hills transformed to vibrant yellows and baked white stone, dotted with verdant brush. The hillsides lush with vegetation, adjacent to the sea, draped Palestine with unexpected beauty. The now-impenetrable town of Gaza, where the Ottoman Turks held their ground through two costly battles, loomed in the distance. The British advance had stalled. The longer they stayed, Ginger detected an increasing sense of hopelessness in the men she treated.

      A sharp sting pricked her forearm. She crushed the mosquito feasting there. She scratched the red welt—one of many. With May’s heat growing stronger by the day, pests swarmed in hordes. If her mother knew the state of her skin, she’d faint.

      Days before Ginger’s debut into society, a blemish had erupted on her chin. Her mother had directed servants to comb the whole of Somerset for a poultice to make it disappear. The days when those things seemed important were laughable now. The world had turned upside down and, along with it, her carefully groomed role. Her mother’s letters still brimmed with ideas for Ginger’s planned wedding after the war. The thought of a wedding felt like a tether to another life.

      Distant gunfire crackled across the ridges of the sand dunes. The troops entrenched a few miles away were starting early. Or some unfortunate soul had risked a cigarette and found a sniper’s quick response. She hoped she was wrong. Quiet resumed, and she checked her wristwatch. Dread crept up her esophagus. She’d rather stay around the burial pits than return today.

      She climbed the steep hill and stopped to regain her breath, tucking strands of her flame-red hair behind her ears and under her cap. She looked out over the tranquility of the rippling Mediterranean, then turned. Tens of thousands of horses, mules, and camels rested on the plain alongside men waiting for the chance to prove their worth. Or join the mounting piles of bones in the desert.

      British blood soaked these lands, and for what? She scowled. Oil fields and the Suez Canal, she’d been told. When she’d been on leave at her family’s home in Cairo at Christmas, she’d questioned her father about the rationale behind the British push into Jerusalem. Despite his work at the Foreign Office, he failed to provide her with a satisfactory answer. The British had secured the Canal two years earlier, and she hadn’t heard of oil in Jerusalem. The leadership in London had never dressed wounds or held soldiers’ hands as they wept over lost limbs. Anger coursed through her.

      As pink and yellow hues emerged on the horizon, the railroad tracks and road connecting the troops to the white canvas hospital tents shimmered like a river. She wished she could watch the sunrise. But today she had to answer for her temper and her weak attempt to see justice done.

      To think she faced censure because she’d saved a life. The wrong life.

      Just one week earlier she’d been ordered by a doctor to leave a soldier to die. “We can’t waste time on him when others are more likely to survive,” the doctor had said. She’d disagreed and treated the soldier anyway. Now she faced a disciplinary hearing for it.

      The rims of her eyes burned. Protocol didn’t matter if she forgot her humanity. James wanted her to apologize. A wise, penitent response. But she was tired of pretending the rules always made sense.

      “Ginger! On your way back already?” Beatrice ambled toward her, dressed in full uniform.

      “I thought you were still sleeping.” The sight of her friend set her nerves at ease.

      “I heard you slip out. I thought I would come and offer moral support.” Beatrice scanned Ginger’s face. “Did you not sleep well?”

      “I spent the night regurgitating excuses.”

      “You know you did nothing wrong. Who cares if you have to apologize?” Beatrice squeezed her hand.

      A few feet away, a sunbird chirped at their approach and darted from pale-purple flowers dotting the brush. Sunlight caught its black feathers and gave them an iridescent shimmer as it took flight. An unexpected lightness filled Ginger as it soared among the sandy hills. “I suppose so.”

      “James thinks they won’t take any further disciplinary action against you if you apologize. I overheard him discussing it with the matron last night.”

      Oh James. His inability to help himself was both endearing and irritating. “I rather wish he wouldn’t.”

      Beatrice smiled. “I think it’s sweet of him to intercede.”

      “Yes, but there are enough whispers implying I get away with too much because of his influence. That he’s the only reason I’m at the clearing station.”

      Beatrice lifted her skirt as they started the steep descent toward the railroad tracks. “You do have an advantage between your family and your fiancé. No use denying it. And aren’t you here, partially, for him?”

      Beatrice’s frank honesty wasn’t always the easiest to digest, though Ginger appreciated it. She sometimes sensed a hesitation in other nurses to treat her as a peer, despite their equal rank. She’d shared too much about her past with Beatrice to deny the truth, at any rate. And Beatrice still did her the favor of mailing back the unopened letters that arrived each week from the man Ginger’s father had wanted her to marry instead of James.

      A screech and hiss announced the first train of the day approaching the casualty clearing station. Ginger and Beatrice darted across the tracks. Safely on the other side, they slowed. The empty train cars crawled past them through billowing smoke, about to stop at the railhead. Acrid cinders burned their nostrils.

      At the bottom of the next hill, a few crude huts stood beside an enormous stone well, surrounded by a copse of tall palms. Ginger had never understood how vital these wells were until her work in the desert. A soldier she’d treated in Port Said had told her horror stories of entire regiments going half mad with thirst, digging into the sand in their desperation, only to fall victim to the heat.

      Fortunately, the British found working wells all over Belah. Despite the abundance, the army insisted upon heavily chlorinating it, ruining their tea. The huts, with their thatched palm-branch roofs, were crumbling structures of stone and mud. The army had little use for them and most of them stood empty.

      A strange guttural noise came from one stone hut as they neared it. Ginger and Beatrice stopped, exchanging glances.

      “Probably a private in his cups,” Beatrice said, her voice dry.

      “And if it’s not?”

      Beatrice tugged at her arm. “If it’s not, we still need to hurry along.”

      Unconvinced, Ginger broke away toward the entrance of the bigger hut, an arch without a door. She stuck her head in, resting one hand on the shoulder strap of her kitbag. Her eyes settled on a man’s booted foot.

      “What on earth …?”

      The foot shifted, then she heard a moan.

      Ginger stepped inside.

      “What is it?” Beatrice asked.

      Ginger’s eyes adjusted to the dim light in the hut.

      The man curled on the ground was breathing raggedly, and blood soaked his shredded shirtfront. The instinct to rush to his side faded when she saw his uniform.

      A Turk.

      Panic rose in her chest. His serious injuries didn’t mean he couldn’t attack her. Even the British soldiers did, occasionally, mad with pain. “It’s … an injured soldier.”

      She approached him, scanning the ground. She didn’t see any weapons, but he might have one hidden beneath him. His hands trembled, pressed against his chest. He didn’t seem to notice her. His eyes were closed. What was she thinking? He was the enemy. She should report him. She already faced a disciplinary hearing for taking matters into her own hands.

      She recognized some wounds on his arms—the unmistakable gouges left by barbed wire. Mud and sand filled his wounds. A nasty scratch was painful, this appeared excruciating. The poor man.

      “It’s a Turk,” Beatrice gasped behind her. “Ginger, get away from him.”

      Ginger flinched. It would be simple enough, turning him over to the military police and walking away. She had her hearing.

      But this man might die any moment.

      She sank to her knees beside him, her stomach in knots. Gnats and flies swarmed around him. In this heat, they didn’t distinguish between live and dead flesh. If he wasn’t cleaned, he’d have maggots under his skin within hours. She pulled away the tatters of his jacket. His arms were heavy and uncooperative. One blood-soaked pant leg revealed a bullet’s entry and exit wounds.

      Ginger pressed her fingers to his slow, faint pulse. His neck and forehead burned with fever, his skin was slick. His eyes remained closed. Spittle bubbled by his lips. She turned his arms over, where the wounds continued. One, deep and close to his brachial artery, appeared to have a makeshift tourniquet over it, but it needed replacing.

      “What are you doing?” Beatrice’s voice rose in pitch.

      “For Pete’s sake, he’s not a threat. If we don’t help him, he’ll die.” Precious minutes would determine if he lived. She’d treat him first, then turn him in. She had most of what she needed in her kitbag, but she lacked medicine. Ginger faced Beatrice. “Go to the triage station and get morphine. Quickly.”

      Beatrice looked horrified. “What about your hearing?”

      “His life is at stake, for goodness’ sake.” She removed cloth strips from her kitbag and met Beatrice’s wide blue eyes. “Hurry, please.”

      Beatrice nodded and whirled around and left. Ginger wrapped a new tourniquet over his arm with the fabric strips. Carefully, she discarded the blood-soaked one. Her hands were sticky with blood by the time she finished.

      She elevated his arm over his head and stood, wiping her hands on her apron. The man’s eyelids fluttered, his limbs shaking. He was a tall, broad man, easily over six feet.

      A satchel lay beside his body. If he had any identifying papers, they’d be in there. A few personal items were inside—a cigarette case, a lighter, and … a Bible? Most Turkish soldiers were Muslim. Further inspection revealed a stamp from the YMCA in Cairo. And the text was in English.

      She stared at the Bible.

      It made no sense.

      His eyes opened, dark irises darting through the slits. He found her gaze and grabbed her by the forearm. “Help me,” he rasped. “Help me, please, Sister.”

      Her jaw dropped. His English was perfect. And he’d even used the British term ‘sister’ rather than ‘nurse.’

      The incongruity furthered her unease. She scooted away. “Who are you?”

      “Ah … Ahmed.” His tongue seemed to stick to the roof of his mouth. “I’m known as Ahmed Bayrak. You must help me.”

      “I don’t understand. Are you British?”

      He shook his head. “An ally.”

      “But your uniform—”

      “A d-disguise to spy on the Ottomans. They discovered me.” He moistened his lips.

      Could it be true? If he was an ally, it was her duty to help him, not just a wish. A knot in her shoulders unwound.

      She offered him her canteen. Water poured from his mouth as he drank. “Only a little. If you’ve been without, it will make you ill.” She pulled the canteen back.

      “Help me. I have important information for my c-contact.”

      She wanted to believe him. But it wasn’t up to her to discover the truth to his words, much as she wanted it to be so. “I’ll treat your wounds.” She chose her words carefully. “And give you over to the military police. They’ll be able to help you better than I.”

      He grasped her wrist. “No, you must not.”

      She stared at his hand, her pulse accelerating. What was taking Beatrice so long?

      “Forgive me.” He dropped his hand. “You cannot. The enemy h-hunts me. He will find me here.”

      She dug into her kitbag for the whistle, just in case. “There are no Turks here. You’re in a British clearing station in Belah.” Her fingertips collided with the cool metal, and her fist closed around it.

      His eyes widened. “There’s a spy in British intelligence. A traitor. He hunts me.” He retrieved a bottle from his pocket with a shaking hand. “Take this. Bury it. Bury it. Please.”

      She hesitated and released the whistle. She took the bottle and rolled it in her palm. The glass was amber and lightweight. What was in it of such importance? “You want me to bury this now?”

      “P-please. I beg you. It must stay safe. It’s for Cairo Intelligence.”

      She wasn’t about to dig into the hard, compacted dirt floor with her bare hands. In the corner of the hut a loose stone at the joint of the ground and the wall caught her eye. She pulled it out and tucked the bottle behind it.

      She straightened as voices drew closer. Beatrice poked her head through the entrance. “I brought James.”

      Oh no.

      James hunkered down past the entrance. He adjusted his glasses.

      Ginger’s shoulders hunched with embarrassment. “I’ll instruct Sister Thornton to fetch me if you ever get the idea to do something like this again,” James had threatened when the news of her censure reached him last time.

      “James, I—”

      James crossed his arms. “I was waiting in the Mess for you. What are you doing? This is absolute madness.”

      Ahmed spoke again. “Thevshi. I must find Lieutenant Thevshi.”

      Beatrice and James both appeared surprised. Ginger hurried to Ahmed. “Where can I find him? Is he here?”

      Ahmed shook his head. “No—he’s with Cairo Intelligence. Send a wire. He’ll come.”

      His words gave her an odd sense of hope. “Can Lieutenant Thevshi confirm your identity?”

      James approached, his gaze fixed on Ahmed. “What’s this about?”

      Ahmed’s shoulders heaved with exhaustion.

      “He says he’s a British ally, not a Turk,” Ginger said.

      Despite his obvious exasperation, James’s tone was gentle. “The brass will sort him, dearest.”

      “But he says he’ll be exposed to a traitor in British intelligence if we turn him over.”

      “But of course.” James appeared unconvinced.

      Ahmed’s trembling increased, lines of pain etched on his features. “Did you at least bring the morphine?” Ginger asked Beatrice.

      Beatrice cocked an eyebrow. “I did. I’m not useless.” She held it out, along with a syringe.

      Ginger sat and prepared the medicine. “He’s gravely wounded, but he might survive with treatment.”

      James adjusted his collar. “What about your hearing? You’ll be late. And this won’t do you any favors. I won’t have you sacrificing yourself for this man.”

      Ginger pinched the flesh of Ahmed’s uninjured bicep between her fingers and injected him. “I won’t ask permission to treat him. Report me if you like.”

      “I didn’t say I’d report you.” A flush came to James’s pale cheeks. “I’m not going to.”

      She’d counted on that. “Good.” She put the syringe down and reached for antiseptic. “Are you going to help me or not?”

      Ahmed’s labored breathing intensified. “You must believe me.” His words came slurred. “The O-ottomans are …”—another rasped breath—“… shell the railhead. — know their plans …”

      James pulled Ginger away. “Come with me.” He tilted his head toward Beatrice. “You too.”

      They exited into the sunshine. Ginger faced them.

      “What if he’s telling the truth?”

      James put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “And what if he’s taking advantage of your kindness?”

      Beatrice stepped beside Ginger. “He speaks English awfully well for a Turk.”

      Ginger gave her a thankful glance. Beatrice was too practical not to be fair. “If he’s telling the truth, turning him over might get him killed. He’s given us a way to verify his identity. Can’t we at least treat him until we’ve found out?”

      Beatrice appealed to James. “What if we put him in isolation? He won’t be able to leave from there easily. And you could assign Ginger or me to attend to him in the meantime, to limit his contact with anyone else.”

      “He won’t be able to leave. He’s too injured.” Ginger squeezed James’s hand. “It isn’t a terrible plan. Please.”

      James hesitated, then sighed. “Only if you go to your hearing. Now. Beatrice and I will see to his care. If you’re late, it will increase your chances of a harsh punishment.”

      Beatrice nodded encouragingly. “We can do it.”

      Despite her reluctance, Ginger stepped back. “Start with his right arm. It needs immediate stitching. There’s a wound on his torso that also needs debridement. And a gunshot through the left thigh.”

      James’s eyes hinted amusement. “I am a surgeon, you know.”

      “Oh, and we should take his personal effects into safekeeping. They’re beside him.”

      “I will. My quarters aren’t subject to inspection from the matron like yours are. Now go.” James smiled. “Get on with it and make your apologies, Lady Virginia.”

      Ginger threw her arms around his neck. “I told you never to call me that.” She kissed his cheek. “Thank you both. Wish me luck.” She hurried toward the main path. The encounter with Ahmed had rattled her confidence about the hearing. An apology would be a bald-faced lie. She wanted to face the surgeon who’d reported her and give him a piece of her mind instead.

      The matron of nurses, Miss Walsh, approached the well. “Sister Whitman. I’ve been searching everywhere for you. The commanding officer is waiting for you.”

      Ginger stumbled. The matron hadn’t seen her leave the hut, had she? Heat crept up her neck. “Ah—yes. I came for the morning burials. Why don’t you walk with me?”

      The matron hesitated.

      What if she had seen? She would never put up with them helping the soldier. At last, the matron fell into step beside her, and Ginger’s shoulders relaxed.

      They had just reached the officers’ quarters, when a faint boom traveled from the Turkish stronghold at Gaza. A whistling sound cut the air followed by a fantastic crash nearby. Ginger grabbed the matron and dove off the path. Another deafening boom shook the earth.

      Ginger covered her head with her arms. She rolled over and checked on the matron. “Are you hurt?”

      The matron shook her head. “No … no.”

      Ginger helped the older woman up. She dusted herself off, her ears ringing.

      A black plume of smoke rose a few hundred yards away. The sound came again—an echoing boom, the screeching cry of a shell hurtling through the air, then a thunderous crash.

      A medic ran past them. “Run for cover, Sisters! They’re shelling the railhead and within range of the hospital tents!”

      The matron twisted her hands. “Don’t they know we aren’t soldiers here?”

      Ahmed’s warning.

      A wave of nausea crested in her as a rumble began on the nearby plain, the stampede of camels, horses, and men trying to escape each intermittent shell.

      The wounded in the hospital tents needed immediate evacuation. Ginger ran toward the tents closest to the railhead.

      Behind the row of tents, the train raced away, its whistle shrieking.

      The matron caught her by the arm. “Sister Whitman, you will get yourself killed!” She pulled her back. “We must find shelter, immediately. Back toward headquarters!”

      “But the men—” She wouldn’t abandon them.

      “Leave the soldiers to it. It won’t do anyone any good if you’re dead.”

      A high-pitched wail neared, like the strident cry of a thousand cicadas in the heat of a summer night. Yet it was empty, lifeless. A moment later, a shell tore through a hospital tent. A scream caught in her throat, shock rippling through her limbs as the cries of wounded men filled the air.
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      The medical officer standing before her spoke, but Ginger only heard the ringing in her ears. She blinked, her mind unfocused, and tasted the grit of sand in her mouth. Beyond the MO, a pit had replaced the dispensary tent, trapping men in the rubble.

      The men. She’d been trying to help the men.

      A quick gust of noise rushed her, her ears discerning every decibel they’d blocked before, and the cacophony overwhelmed her. She stood, unsteady.

      James.

      The horrific scene in front of her seemed calm compared to the nightmarish imaginings pressing into her mind. He’d been within the strike zone. Beatrice too. If anything happened to them, it would be her fault. They wouldn’t have been there if she hadn’t insisted.

      The MO frowned under his thin moustache. He set a firm hand on her shoulder. “You stay on that bench, Sister Whitman. You’ve had a shock.”

      He eased her toward it. She pushed through the fog in her mind. “I have a duty to help these injured men. I’m of no use to anyone sitting on a bench.”

      A rousing cry came from the debris as rescuers freed another wounded man trapped in rope and canvas and stone. Her stomach dropped. If the hut had collapsed on James and Beatrice, they’d have been crushed.

      She extricated herself from the MO’s grip. “Please let me go.”

      The MO scowled. “Take it up with your matron.”

      Ginger whirled around. Where had Miss Walsh gone? The moments after the shelling remained a blur. “Where is she?”

      The MO pointed toward a hospital tent. “Admissions ward. We’re being flooded with wounded.”

      She rushed toward the clearing station wards. She didn’t see any other tents missing, but it offered little comfort. The rubble now housed their precious medical supplies.

      Ginger neared the admissions tent. The matron would be busy. Maybe she should take the opportunity to check on James and Beatrice.

      “Sister! Water, please, Sister, please.”

      A group of men lay on stretchers on the ground, waiting for admission. Sweat glistened from their skin, the morning sun merciless. One man lifted a bandaged arm. “Sister!”

      Ginger found a water station and brought him a cup. Sand caked his face, making the whites of his eyes appear unnatural. He slurped as he drank, his appearance gaunt, haggard. These “men” were younger than her by three or four years, often barely over twenty.

      She waved away nagging flies and lowered the cup. He wiped his mouth. “How long they going to keep us out here?”

      “I’m certain they’ll move you soon, Private. We try not to roast our Tommies.”

      “Sister, can I have some water too?” the soldier beside him asked.

      She gritted her teeth. Her irritation at his request wasn’t fair, and she was glad he couldn’t read her thoughts. These thirsty, injured men could no more help their needs than she could her growing worry for James and Beatrice.

      The soldier took the cup with both hands, his expression grateful. “They’re pigs, shelling the hospital.”

      “It’s the clearing station’s fault,” another soldier said from a few feet away. “They put these tents too close to the dumps and artillery. You think ol’ Jacko won’t take advantage? They don’t care if they hurt women and noncombatants.”

      The men continued talking and Ginger’s mind wandered. She should have heeded Ahmed’s words and warned her superiors about the possibility of the bombardment. Now, even more than before, she believed his story might be true.

      No matter how much she wanted to tear herself away, each time she turned, another patient called. Wounds needed bandages, shell-shocked men needed attention. Ambulances poured in, both lorries and the camels outfitted with stretchers on either side of their humps.

      She lost herself in the grueling work, trying not to imagine nightmarish scenarios. At last, a figure appeared beside her. James. She restrained a cry, her throat tightening. He was safe. Her fingers slipped while she sutured a patient’s arm. She steadied herself and held the cut together with her left hand.

      James bent down beside her. “Those are nice, neat stitches, Sister Whitman.”

      Her eyes filled with tears at his gentle tone. She blinked rapidly, still focused on her stitching. “I learned from an excellent surgeon.” She knotted the thread and cut it, then wiped her hands.

      She straightened. Dried blood smeared his disheveled clothes. James folded her into his arms, and she rested her cheek against his chest. “I was so worried.”

      “As was I. I’m sorry I couldn’t find you sooner. Sister Thornton and I finished treating Ahmed and moved him to isolation in the retention ward. But I had to jump into surgery from there.”

      Her jaw slackened with relief, her mind lighter. Her decision to stay here had been right. The retention ward would be suitable for Ahmed. As the place they kept the most gravely wounded men, it would be quiet, free of disturbance. “Then they’re safe—Beatrice and Ahmed?”

      James adjusted his glasses and nodded. “The chap has a chance of pulling through. You found him in time. Sister Thornton went to the evacuation ward to prepare patients for transport.” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “I feared you’d been in the path of the shells. Were you safe?”

      James usually maintained his distance while they were in front of patients and other medical personnel. He must have been truly worried. “I was on my way to the hearing but came this way to help the men.”

      “Given the circumstances, I’m certain they will postpone your hearing. The higher-ups have more to worry about at the moment.” His hands fell to his sides. “I understand they’ll be convening the officers and sisters in the Mess this evening.”

      “Do you think they’ll move the CCS further back on the line?”

      “I’m uncertain. Doctor Clemens suggested the Royal Army Medical Corps may move the nurses. Perhaps even to the hospital at El Arish.” James steered her out of earshot of the patients. “We need to move on confirming Ahmed’s identity. I imagine you haven’t had time to send that wire?”

      If the RAMC moved the nurses to El Arish, neither Beatrice nor Ginger would be available to care for Ahmed. It would expose them. Even with Ahmed’s story confirmed, all three of them would face censure—or worse—for having acted without permission. An unsettled feeling gripped her. “I shouldn’t have involved us in this.”

      James’s light-blue eyes were pensive. “I wouldn’t have agreed to it if I didn’t think his claims had merit—more so now with the shelling. But having him here could be a danger to everyone. He’s too injured to escape, but we should be cautious. Find that Thevshi fellow, if he exists.”

      And if Thevshi didn’t exist? Or they couldn’t locate him? She didn’t know how to contact him. She’d have to ask Ahmed for clearer instructions. Ginger bit her lip. “It might be wise to send a wire to my brother. I can ask him to come out here—tell him it’s urgent.” Henry’s work within Cairo Intelligence’s Arab Bureau meant he might even know Lieutenant Thevshi.

      “I think that’s wise.” Tenderness shone in his eyes. “I wish I could stay with you longer, but I must return to the operating theater.”

      They parted, and Ginger returned to her work. The calmer feeling that had first struck her when she’d seen James had diminished with their conversation. She didn’t know when she’d get back to Ahmed. Each passing moment prolonged the danger. But involving her brother would be a relief. Henry would know what to do.

      The sun had started a deep descent by the time Ginger came off her shift. She’d worked for thirteen hours straight, without a break for tea or meals. As she trudged toward the retention ward, her feet throbbed in her desert boots. Blisters on the tops of her feet ached. The thought of taking the boots off was wonderful.

      She found Ahmed in the corner of the hospital tent. She pulled a privacy curtain around him.

      Ahmed’s eyes were open. His head shifted toward her.

      He murmured and pain etched his face as he attempted to sit up.

      “No, no.” Ginger bent down by his side. “Lie still. You’ll hurt yourself.” She poured water and offered it. He sipped, and his eyes closed once again.

      She pressed her hand to his face. His skin still burned. “How are you feeling?”

      His eyes opened, his pupils dilated. “Am I dying?” There was no hint of irony or need for reassurance. The way he asked left the impression he wanted a clear, blunt answer.

      Ginger sat by him. “You’re very ill. The doctor treating you—Doctor Clark—thinks you may survive, but it’s never certain. We can’t do much if infection sets in too deeply.” She found a thermometer. “Place this in your mouth, under your tongue. Your fever is still high.”

      The mercury in the tube rose higher and higher. When it leveled off, she checked it in the fading light. 104.6. Dangerous.

      She dipped a clean cloth into a water basin by the bed, wrung it, and placed it on his forehead. “I must replace some of your dressings.”

      He closed his eyes, his eyelids twitching. “Thevshi. Have you sent for him?”

      “Not yet. I don’t know how to contact him. Where should I send a message?”

      His face relaxed under the cool cloth. “A wire … Cairo Intelligence. D-don’t use your name. Use ‘Dragonfly.’ He’ll … know … I-I’ve arrived.”

      “Dragonfly?” Ginger frowned. “What does that mean? How will he know to find me so I may direct him to you?”

      “It’s a code … it means something has gone wrong. Don’t speak it.” Ahmed licked his chapped lips. “Thevshi will look for me. The less you’re involved the safer you’ll be.”

      He mumbled. Ginger listened as she prepared new dressings. Another language? Not Arabic. She knew enough to get by.

      “Turkish?” she whispered. “You must use caution. Someone might overhear.”

      His head shook. “Hebrew.” He exhaled. “I was praying.”

      She concealed her surprise. “You’re Jewish?”

      He nodded.

      Her father had always discussed the politics of the Middle East in front of her, long before the war. She knew of the Yishuv, the group of Jewish Zionists who had settled in Ottoman Syria and Palestine for decades now, to return their people to Jerusalem. But the Yishuv was also pro-Ottoman and had sided with the Turks during the war.

      Why would a Jewish man be working for the British? “Are you part of the Yishuv?”

      Ahmed met her gaze, his eyes red. “My people are allies to the British. They call us ‘the Operation.’” He gripped her wrist. “Sister—if I do die, Lieutenant Thevshi must obtain the bottle I gave you. And my bag. He’ll know what to do.”

      “I assure you, we’ll keep it perfectly safe.”

      His fingers tightened. “No one but Thevshi can know. They are more important than either of us.”

      Her wrist hurt from his grasp. She placed as calm of a hand on his as she could. “I won’t say anything to anyone else.” She frowned. “But why me, Ahmed? Surely it’s a risk to trust me if it’s that important.”

      He released her wrist. “No more than the risk you’ve taken with me. You have goodness in you. I trust you.”

      She glanced away. How many times this morning had she considered turning him in to the proper authorities? Worse still, she planned to send a wire to her brother while contacting Lieutenant Thevshi. If Henry arrived before Thevshi, she would tell him everything about Ahmed.

      Ahmed couldn’t know how easily lying came to her. Even her life here gave an impression of a person she wasn’t. Others would return to difficulties after their time in service, lives forever made harder due to this war. She would return to an estate with servants and never have to lift a finger to do hard labor again.

      She was many things, but she wasn’t certain good was one of them.
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      Ginger rushed along the path of the clearing station, raising the long hem of her skirt as she ran. She would be late, blast it. The trip to the telegraph station at HQ took too long. She slowed as she drew closer to the Mess, catching her breath. She smoothed her hands over her torso, straightened her shoulders, and slipped in.

      The tent offered the medical officers and sisters a place to eat and convene for indoor recreation. Now, the crowded tables left standing room only. In the center of the tent stood a few officers she didn’t recognize. A colonel addressed them.

      She edged along the side, avoiding the curious glances leveled in her direction as she joined the other nurses. Miss Walsh scanned her. Ginger offered a polite smile. Wonderful. No doubt she looked disheveled. She hadn’t had time to change into a clean uniform after tending to Ahmed, unlike the sisters who had gone to their quarters after their shifts had ended.

      Where was James? She spotted him seated at a table of the other RAMC doctors. His eyes flitted to hers and then refocused on the colonel.

      “Did I miss anything important?” Ginger asked Sister Hilda Thomas, standing beside her.

      Hilda nodded, her expression somber. “A curfew for us sisters, after dark until sunrise. They’re also thinking about moving us to El Arish.”

      Ginger groaned inwardly. The curfew would be problematic. She didn’t have much time to spare to dedicate to Ahmed’s care, not if they had more days like today. She’d finished tending to him well after dark. It also meant she wouldn’t be able to go to pay her respects at burials.

      But a move to El Arish would be much worse.

      The colonel strode between the rows of wooden tables toward the exit.

      Miss Walsh stood. “Sisters, considering the colonel’s address, I’d like to offer you a few thoughts.” She folded her hands and stared down her thin nose at the noisy departure of other medical personnel.

      Ginger wanted to check if James had left, but it was better not to appear unfocused. But would James still have Ahmed’s personal effects? She needed to know.

      Miss Walsh wrung her hands. “I need to remind everyone to please be careful. We can’t afford to take any chances. If anything like this morning happens again, you’re under orders to take shelter immediately. Dugouts are being shoveled out beside our quarters.”

      Ginger had the impression Miss Walsh was addressing her directly. Her fingertips curled into loose fists.

      “Happens again?” Sister Sarah Baxter asked from a few feet away. She had a timid, singsong voice. “Matron, they can’t possibly think they can get away with bombing our hospitals. Imagine if we treated their injured men that way.”

      “Maybe we should,” Hilda said. She set her hands on her hips. “Why should we be merciful with their wounded when they’re so heartless?”

      Ginger didn’t have to wonder what Hilda would have done had she been the one to find Ahmed. Irritation prickled her.

      “Matron,” Ginger said, “what about the move to El Arish? Have you heard anything definitive?”

      “Not yet. It’s under discussion.”

      “But what about our patients?” Beatrice asked. “The injured aren’t any safer here than we are. Why should we move while they remain here?” Other nurses murmured their agreement.

      Ginger hid a smile. Oh Beatrice. It was no wonder they’d hit it off so well from the moment they’d met as fresh-faced nurses in a hospital in Cairo. They’d done every assignment together since then, by request.

      “Unfortunately, it matters little what we want in circumstances such as these,” Matron said. “But that’s enough questions. You’ve worked hard today, and it will be another long day tomorrow.” She cleared her throat. “Sister Whitman, I’d like to see you.”

      Ginger’s cheeks warmed, and she braced herself for a lecture. She approached Miss Walsh as the other sisters filed from the Mess. Beatrice glanced at her sympathetically.

      “Miss Walsh, I’m sorry I was late. I—”

      Miss Walsh smoothed her black hair under her cap. “Never mind that. I assume you were with a patient.” She frowned. “It’s about your disciplinary hearing.”

      Oh yes, that. “Yes, Matron?”

      “It’s postponed for three days. I’m sorry for the delay, but with the extra load on the surgeons, it isn’t possible at the moment.”

      “I understand.”

      Weariness creased Miss Walsh’s face. “That’s it, Sister Whitman.” Her tone softened. “You look quite done in. Get some rest.”

      Her gentleness was unexpected—and a reminder that Ginger hadn’t expressed gratitude for the matron’s actions during the shelling.

      “Thank you for pulling me away from the hospital tents before they shelled the dispensary.” She met the older woman’s dark-brown eyes. “You saved my life.”

      Miss Walsh nodded stiffly. “Of course.”

      Ginger turned away.

      “Sister Whitman?” Matron called.

      Ginger glanced back.

      “I understand your impulse to help. But you must trust the rules exist for good reason, created by those who can see things from a more objective point of view.” The matron folded her hands in front of her. “But you’re an excellent nurse. No one is questioning that.”

      Ginger nodded and continued from the tent, her heart heavy. Rules for good reason. Rules that, when broken, incurred a father’s wrath for dismissing a wealthy ‘well-matched’ marriage proposal in favor of a doctor who couldn’t help bolster her family’s estate. Rules that stopped her from entertaining thoughts of the London School of Medicine for Women in favor of a much more ‘sensible’ nursing education.

      Rules that dictated she report Ahmed the instant she saw his Turkish uniform.

      The sight of James interrupted her thoughts. He waited between two hospital tents, conversing with an orderly. “I’ll leave you two. Let you have some privacy.” The orderly grinned at Ginger. “You’re marrying the best doc on this side of the Nile, Sister.”

      Ginger couldn’t help but smile as the orderly moved on. “He’s right.”

      “I’m not sure the nineteen-year-old private who died in surgery an hour ago would agree.” James massaged the dry skin of his knuckles, a weary strain in his eyes.

      She sagged against him, resting her head on his shoulder. “The injuries today were severe. You’ve saved countless men. You can’t save them all.”

      “It’s not that.” James’s voice grew raw. “I can mend broken bodies well enough. But the cries at night … These men have so little fight left in them. They don’t even understand what we’re doing here, in the middle of the godforsaken desert.” He sighed. “Sometimes neither do I.”

      “This offensive into Jerusalem seems as ill-conceived as the ones in France. Thousands of casualties lost for a few inches of ground here and there? And the Germans and Turks always at the advantage.”

      “They’re winning this war.” James removed his glasses and cleaned them. “Plain and simple. It’s a matter of waiting out the clock. The news from the Western Front grows worse by the day. Almost 100,000 casualties in Arras this past month. Just one battle. We don’t have the men. We can’t survive and they know it.”

      She lifted her chin, a surge of patriotic pride provoking her. “The women of our country won’t surrender without having their say, if it comes to it.”

      He beamed. “If all women were as brave as you, I think we’d have a fair fight.”

      Who was she fooling? Her bravery had serious limits. She linked arms with him, tugging down his jacket sleeve, which always crept up his lanky arms. “Well, thank you. Speaking of fighting”—she lowered her voice—“did you move Ahmed’s bag from the hut this morning?”

      James stared at her blankly. “His bag …” His brows furrowed. “Damn. No, I forgot. We rushed from there after the shelling. And with a great deal of trouble. We were fortunate Ian McNeill came along and helped us move him.”

      Her arm stiffened against his. She couldn’t be angry at James for leaving the bag. But involving a third party? “Ian knows about Ahmed also?”

      James adjusted his glasses. “He doesn’t know the details. We removed Ahmed’s uniform and put him in pajamas. And don’t worry, Ian’s a good lad. Among my favorite orderlies, in fact. I’d put good money on trusting him.”

      Regardless, she didn’t like Ian knowing anything. The more people that knew, the bigger the risk seemed. But the bag was more pressing. “If Ahmed’s bag is still there, we should go and get it.”

      “We? I can get it. There’s no need for us both to go.”

      Yes, but she wouldn’t feel at peace until the bag was safely in his possession. If he went without her, she’d spend the night worrying. She threw a teasing smile. “You wouldn’t want to leave your fiancée without a chaperone after curfew, would you? Besides, it would be nice to take a walk together. It’s been a trying day.”

      “Ah, well, in that case how can I argue?” He spread a hand before him. “Lead the way.”

      The star-filled sky was deep, with lights-out enforced after dark except for the brief use of torches and lamps in the operating theaters for emergency surgery. When she’d first come to the desert, it amazed her how on bright moonlit nights like this one she could see nearly as well as in the day. The light illuminated the stones littering the crude path to the well, and they navigated it after a few minutes.

      As they neared, Ginger hesitated. The nocturnal snakes and stinging insects inhabiting these spaces would be out by now. “I have my torch.” She retrieved it from her kitbag.

      She flipped it on and shone the light into the hut. Goose bumps rose on her arms at the thought of encountering a snake, but, fortunately, she saw nothing.

      James moved a few paces ahead toward the bag.

      “Wait.” She hurried to his side. “Make sure nothing crawled in.”

      He eased the bag open with the toe of his boot. Squatting, he sifted through it. He jumped back with a cry.

      Ginger shrieked. Her torch thudded on the ground and rolled away before settling against a wall, dimming the light.

      James caught her by the waist, a deep laugh in his chest. “You goose. I was teasing you.”

      She chortled. “You … you’re lucky I didn’t take off screaming.” She placed her hands on his chest as her pulse slowed.

      James’s lips found her temple and lowered to her mouth.

      She returned his kiss. At the sound of distant voices, she pulled away. “We should go,” she whispered. “The guards posted to the well might have heard me scream.”

      “Oh, what’s a few more moments together? I doubt they’d even look here.” James kissed her again.

      She cut off his kiss and pushed back. “And if they do? It will do nothing to help my disciplinary hearing.”

      “I suppose so.” James released her. He led her from the hut, the bag over his shoulder, and they walked back in silence, heaviness between them. As the awkwardness grew, she said, “I’m sorry, I— It’s been a long day. Be patient.”

      “You can accuse me of many things, darling, but not impatience.”

      She cringed. He had been. Their initial plan to marry ‘after the war’ kept dragging out as the war pushed into its third year. “Nursing—and the patients—are important to me. You know I can’t be in the Queen Alexandra’s nurses once we’re married.”

      “Yes, but what if the war lasts another five years? Or even two?”

      She’d constructed counterpoints to these ideas in the past, but weariness prevented her from easily remembering them. “The war won’t go on that long.”

      “That’s what they said the first year. Over by Christmas.”

      A different tactic, then. “A wedding during the war would be gauche. Not to mention my family is in Cairo. Traveling to England for the wedding would be difficult.”

      “Then we don’t. We marry at the consulate and move on with our lives.”

      A bubble of irritation pressed on her sternum, as though searching for some valve for release. “I thought you valued my work.” Thank goodness they were nearing the nurses’ quarters. She stopped as the pathway forked, with the nurses’ quarters to the left and the medical officers’ quarters to the right.

      He squinted. “I value your work. Of course I do.” He opened his mouth to add something and seemed to decide against it. “Good night, then.”

      His figure faded behind a row of conical tents illuminated by the bright moonlight. Ginger reached for her torch and stomped her foot. They had left it in the hut. After the kisses, she hadn’t picked it up.

      She glanced toward the tent she shared with Beatrice. Her tentmate had a tendency to fall asleep these days as soon as her head touched the pillow. Gone were the nights of shared laughter and stories of their patients. With their grueling workload in the desert, Beatrice showed more signs of exhaustion with each passing day.

      She could go after James and ask him to accompany her back to the hut. But he was embarrassed and upset. She didn’t want to continue the uncomfortable conversation.

      Her father’s voice rang in her mind. “But this is what you said you wanted. You knew your mind and heart.”

      Crushing a few pebbles with the tip of her boot, she clenched and unclenched her fist, trying to release her frustration. What type of person would it make her to dread the war’s end because it meant the start of her marriage? The lie she’d been living had begun to erode. Even James sensed it now.

      For a time, she’d even thought herself in love. James was kind, gentle, trustworthy—everything Stephen Fisher hadn’t been. She shuddered, remembering Stephen’s lurid, smug reactions to her discomfort at his possessive touch, too low on her back, too tight on her wrist. A hungry wolf hid behind the veneer of refined, aristocratic grace. The opposite of the good match her father had seen. But since Stephen had been her brother’s closest friend since childhood, escape from the match had seemed impossible. He’d even followed her family to Cairo. She couldn’t get away.

      Until she’d met James.

      No good came from dwelling on this. She didn’t have a simple solution. She turned her thoughts to the present dilemma.

      Maybe tonight would be the night a beetle or scorpion crawled under her pillow. Sarah Baxter had discovered a family of desert rats nesting in her mattress a week earlier. Ginger shuddered. She needed her torch.

      She hurried toward the well. The screech of jackals in the desert filled the night air. A shiver ran up her back. After the second battle to take Gaza, the number of casualties prevented them from bringing all the wounded off the battlefield for days—over 6,000 men. The men who made it to the clearing station told her horror stories of the battlefield: of locals looting the bodies, of unceasing anguished cries. Nothing inspired more nightmares, though, than the accounts of the jackals prowling and feasting through the fields of injured men.

      She increased her pace, wishing she’d asked James to come.

      The well stood in the distance, the breeze from the nearby ocean swaying the leaves of the palm trees. Darkness greeted her near the entrance of the hut. Her torch had rolled against the wall and a sliver of light came from it.

      No way to check for snakes now. She ducked inside, hoping the light from the doorway would be enough. If James hadn’t played that prank on her, none of this would have happened. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, something scuttled across the ground, and she flinched. The silence amplified her pulse.

      A soft footstep made her jump. From the doorway, a torch flared into life. A deep voice came from the darkness. “Stay where you are.”

      Of all the rotten luck. The torchlight blinded her. “I’m a nurse,” she stuttered. “I-I came to look for my torch.”

      A British officer stepped in from the shadows. “Identify yourself.”

      Ginger shielded her eyes from the torch’s bright glare. “Sister Ginger Whitman.”

      “Whitman?” A sharp tone entered his voice.

      “Yes.” She peered through her lashes. “That light is hurting my eyes.”

      He shone the torch away, giving her a better view of him. Tall and broad-shouldered with dark hair, he wore his uniform well. A major, it appeared. She didn’t recognize him, but she didn’t have time to fraternize with many officers these days.

      He crossed the hut to retrieve her torch. He held it out. “Why did you leave it here in the first place?”

      Would he report her? He couldn’t know why she was really here. It would be far better to give sensible answers. She took it from him, her fingers tightening around the heavy handle. “I thought I heard a noise here earlier.”

      A light chuckle escaped his lips. “Somehow I doubt that.” He took slow, deliberate steps toward her, too close for her comfort. “Tell me what you’re doing here.”

      Her breath caught at his brashness. Why was he so suspicious? “Can we step outside?”

      “No. Answer the question.”

      His superior tone set her teeth on edge. She’d dealt with her fair share of men who felt the need to put her in her place, but something about his attitude seemed different. “Pardon me, but is there a reason you’re questioning me?”

      A frown touched his expression. “I saw you enter the hut. I merely followed to be certain all was well.”

      His response was reasonable. Why did she still feel so nervous? She scrambled for an excuse. “I met my fiancé here earlier.”

      “Here?” Disbelief showed on his face.

      She bit her lip. Now why had she said that? She’d contradicted the reason she’d just given him for being here. Her face warmed. “Yes, sir.”

      The officer’s eyebrow quirked. “I see. You chose quite a spot to meet.” He shone the light over the space, pausing over the bloodstains on the dirt floor. He moved toward them and knelt, rubbing the dirt between his thumb and forefinger.

      If he was astute, any close observation of those stains could lead to questions she didn’t want to answer. But continuing to imply there had been an amorous tryst would get her in trouble also. “You misunderstand. I simply wanted a few minutes alone with him.” Ginger glanced toward the entrance, wishing to flee.

      He scowled, still staring at the stains. “What I understand is that a wounded man may have been in here. Recently. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” He said it in a manner that made it clear he believed she did.

      She shifted. “No, I don’t. How do you know a wounded man was here?”

      He gave her a strange look she couldn’t decipher. “Interesting.”

      She cleared her throat, her impatience growing. “What is?”

      He stood and brushed his hands on his jacket. “I find it interesting that a war-time nurse is pretending not to recognize what that is.” He pointed to the stains.

      She tried to keep her breath even, a tingling feeling enclosing her heart. “I didn’t say I didn’t recognize blood.”

      “Then it is blood? You’re certain?” He turned, viewing it from her angle. “You haven’t examined it, though. And it’s quite dark in here.”

      The brute had twisted her words. “As you said,” she let out a slow breath, “I’m a wartime nurse. I see bloodstains daily.”

      “Then why would you question there was a wounded man in here? Why else would there be blood?”

      Her upbringing had given her years of practiced, blank smiles. Hopefully he would simply think she was dull. “Perhaps an animal died in here.”

      The officer weighed her words, his face tilting. “I’ll need to question you.”

      Ginger retreated against one of the walls. “You’re detaining me?”

      “If you’ve done nothing, you have nothing to fear. I’m inclined to believe you’re hiding something.”

      Her cheeks burned. She needed to remain calm. He would only know about Ahmed if she told him. “I’m sure I can clear this up.”

      “I’m sure you can. Once we speak at length.” He directed the torch’s light toward the entrance. “Go on.”

      Who was he? Her fingertips moved over the stone wall behind her and her grip tightened on the torch. “Under what authority do you have the right to detain and question me? I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “I work for Cairo Intelligence.”

      Her eyes darted back toward the bloodstains. She remembered her telegram to Cairo Intelligence sent an hour earlier:

      Lieutenant Thevshi. Urgent. Found something of interest to you, 53rd Clearing Station, Deir el Belah. Please advise immediately. Dragonfly.

      Was he Lieutenant Thevshi? How had he arrived so quickly?

      She couldn’t use the code word, though. She scanned the officer’s face, too nervous to feel hopeful. “Are you Thevshi?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Get moving.”

      Would Thevshi respond like this? His anger frightened her. Saying Thevshi’s name had been too grave a risk.

      She stepped back. “I-I should return to my quarters.”

      He rubbed his square jawline. “You’re hiding something.”

      Her pulse quickened. “Really, Major. Explaining myself to you is about as important to me as your manners appear to be to you.”

      “Manners tend to be unnecessary when dealing with traitors.”

      Unease settled in her chest. Did he think she’d treated an enemy soldier? No—he couldn’t. Her anxiety stemmed from her own guilt over the uncertainty of Ahmed’s identity rather than logic.

      The officer yanked on her arm, without an ounce of gentility. “Let’s go.”

      Ginger pulled free of him. “How dare you put your hands on me?” Raising the torch, she smacked it against the side of his head as hard as she could.

      The torch dropped to the ground and the officer cursed.

      She blinked at him, horrified at what she’d done. But she didn’t want to stay to face his fury, either. Bolting out the doorway, she lifted her long skirt and ran up the path toward the clearing station. Her fingers fumbled at her neck for the whistle she wore. She lifted it to her lips and blew.

      The whistle gave one short burst before the officer grabbed her by the shoulder.

      She knocked his hand away. “Don’t touch me.” A drop of blood ran down from his temple.

      “You’re going to attract unwanted attention this way.” He grabbed her wrist.

      She pulled her hand back and slammed the heel of her boot onto his toes. “Stay away from me.” She kicked him.

      The officer’s arm tightened around her torso and they tumbled together toward the ground. As he landed on top of her, she gasped for air. A rock dug into her shoulder.

      “That’s enough. Stop fighting me, Lady Virginia.” Unabashed and cold, his eyes locked with hers. His face hovered inches from hers.

      She stopped moving. He’d said her proper name.

      “That’s right. I know who you are—and I know your father and brother. Quite well. Now get up and start walking. We have a lot to discuss.”

      Only a handful of people at the clearing station knew of her title. But even then she’d made a point of introducing herself by the nickname she preferred, rather than her Christian name. “Then you should know you can’t treat me like this.” Her voice came in a breathless whisper.

      “I’m well within my rights to detain anyone I deem to be acting suspiciously.”

      “I’m not the one behaving suspiciously.” She yanked her wrists up toward his face. Her fingers hooked like claws, digging into his chest. “Get off of me.”

      “Settle down.” He pushed her hands back. “You’re making this harder for yourself. I won’t hesitate to restrain you if you attack me again.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “About restraining you or knowing who you are? I meant both.”

      His weight crushed her. She stopped resisting and her voice came out, choked. “Who are you?”

      “Not now. I’m going to stand. Don’t even think about trying to run again.”

      As he pulled her upright, Ginger glared at him. The moonlight glinted in his eyes.

      She whirled around to step away from him when the low buzz of aeroplanes stopped them both. Three German bombers approached, heading straight for the clearing station, where the large red crosses on the top of the tents gleamed.

      Machine gun fire exploded from the planes, crackling in the night.

      “Get down.” The officer attempted to grab her by the arm, but Ginger had already started forward. They collided and she sprawled onto the ground. Her forehead smacked into a rock. A cry left her.

      “Are you all right?” The officer was at her side.

      Spots danced in her vision. She tried to stand, but her knees buckled. His sturdy arms caught her. A clean, soapy scent wafted to her from the fabric of his military jacket. Her head rested on his chest, and he lifted her from the cold desert sand.
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      Ginger rolled onto her back. The dim light of dusk came in through the tan canvas above her. She rubbed her eyes, trying to get her bearings as she grew more lucid. Where was she?

      A dull ache at her temples overtook her. Ouch. She walked her fingertips to a bandage at the top of her forehead.

      She startled at the rustle of paper. The officer was seated in a chair beside her. One leg was crossed over the other, he had a book in his hands, but his dark-blue eyes stared at her.

      She jerked upright. An acute pain cut at her wrist where she’d been handcuffed to the frame of a cot. “What on earth—what are you doing here?” she asked.

      The book snapped shut, and he set it on the bed. “This is my tent,” he said with a shrug. His eyes scanned hers, a trace of concern in them. “How do you feel?”

      She guessed he was in his late twenties, with a strong, clean-shaven jawline and a firm body filling out his immaculate uniform. Despite his attractiveness, the metal on her wrist was a good reminder of why she should still fear him.

      “Why do you have me restrained?” Her skull felt like someone had driven a spike into it. Not giving him a chance to answer, she lifted her free hand, trembling, to her temple. “I can’t be here. If I’m found, I’ll be thrown out of the nursing
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