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And then, without warning, the world shattered.

A deafening explosion tore through the air, followed by a rush of heat and a blinding flash. Everything went black as I was hurled backward, the ground vanishing beneath me. Silence swallowed the chaos.

When I opened my eyes, the world felt dreamlike—unreal, weightless, almost divine. Above me, bathed in golden sunlight and dust particles dancing like fireflies, hovered the most beautiful face I had ever seen. Soft eyes filled with concern met mine, and her smile radiated warmth that cut through the fog in my mind.

“Ah, good,” she said gently, her voice like the whisper of silk, “you’re finally waking up.”

“Are you... are you an angel?” I murmured, still half adrift in that strange space between life and something beyond. “Am I dead?”

She laughed softly—a sound so pure and comforting it could have healed wounds. “No,” she said, brushing a strand of hair from my forehead, “you’re very much alive. A bomb went off nearby. The pressure wave knocked you out cold, but you were lucky.”

Lucky. I wasn’t so sure. My head was spinning, my body aching. But her face—her presence—anchored me to something real.

She wore a simple white blouse marked with a red cross. A medic. A guardian angel in human form.

“You need to move,” she continued, her tone shifting with urgency. “This area isn’t safe. Another strike could be seconds away.”

She reached out and helped me to my feet, her hands firm yet gentle. I clung to her—not because I couldn’t stand, but because I didn’t want to let go. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

“What’s your name, rescuer?” I asked, my voice hoarse with dust and awe. “I’m Alex.”

“I’m Alina,” she said, already scanning the horizon. “Now come on—we have to hurry.”

I bent down to retrieve my camera, miraculously intact, its strap still tangled in the rubble. It was my lifeline, my weapon in this war—not to fight, but to witness. I am a correspondent, sent from Austria to document the unthinkable.

But in that moment, none of it seemed to matter—only her. Alina. The woman who pulled me from the brink of death and left an indelible mark on my soul.

She guided me across scorched earth to a field hospital further west, where others like me were being treated. And then, just as suddenly as she had appeared, she was gone—off to another mission, another life she might save.

As I lay on a cot, staring at the torn canvas ceiling, a deep and inexplicable ache filled my chest. It wasn’t from the blast. It was the hollow space she had left behind.

Alina.

In the span of minutes, she had become a mystery I needed to unravel—and perhaps, the reason I was still alive.

*  *  *
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After the shock had worn off and the ringing in my ears had faded into a distant memory, I was finally cleared to leave the emergency zone. The doctors had fussed over my concussion and a shallow cut above my brow, but I’d insisted I was fine. What I wasn’t fine with was leaving without saying thank you to Alina.

As I gathered my things, I spotted a nurse adjusting an IV for a patient in the next cot. She looked kind—middle-aged, with silver-threaded hair tucked under a white scarf.

I approached her hesitantly.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Do you happen to know a Red Cross worker named Alina? She brought me here... and I’d really like to thank her.”

The nurse paused and looked up at me, recognition softening her expression.

“Ah,” she said with a smile. “Alina.”

“So you do know her?”

“Of course I do. Everyone here knows her. That girl is a force of nature,” she chuckled, then looked toward the open tent flap, her expression turning more thoughtful. “Always arriving like the wind. Sometimes I wonder if she sleeps at all.”

I smiled faintly. “She pulled me out of the rubble. Stayed with me until I was safe. I owe her more than I can say.”

The nurse nodded, her tone warming. “That sounds like her. She won’t tell you much about herself—never has time—but she’s been with the Red Cross for four years now. First served in Aleppo, then in the refugee corridors in Greece. Now here.” She paused, then added softly, “She lost her brother in a bombing two years ago. Same kind of attack you just survived. Since then, she’s made it her mission to be wherever the danger is... always trying to save someone else’s brother, someone else’s father.”

I felt a strange tightness in my chest. “And she does it alone?”

“Oh, no,” the nurse said with a soft laugh. “She has us. But she carries so much on those small shoulders. Some of us worry about her. She’s brave, yes—but she disappears when things get too quiet. As if stillness frightens her more than chaos.”

“Do you know where I might find her?” I asked.

“She left not long ago,” the nurse replied, glancing at her watch. “Took a supply truck east toward the old train station. They’re setting up a triage post there. If you hurry, you might catch her before she disappears again.”

I nodded, grateful.

“Thank you,” I said, and turned to go.

But just before I stepped through the tent’s canvas flap, the nurse called after me.

“Tell her,” she said, her eyes kind but piercing, “Tell her she makes a difference. Even if she pretends it doesn’t matter.”

I gave a solemn nod. “I will.”

And with that, I set out, camera slung over my shoulder, heart beating with a strange new rhythm—one that told me this story, whatever it was becoming, had only just begun.

*  *  *
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I followed the nurse’s directions across a battered stretch of road, past twisted metal and the eerie remnants of what used to be homes. The old train station loomed ahead—half collapsed, its roof scorched and splintered—but near it stood a small cluster of tents marked with the red cross. Trucks were being unloaded. A flurry of controlled chaos surrounded the scene.

And there she was.

Alina.

Her auburn hair was tied back in a loose braid, strands curling around her sun-kissed face. She was barking gentle orders at a pair of volunteers, her sleeves rolled up, clipboard in hand. Even in this chaos, she moved with purpose, like she belonged exactly where she was.

I felt suddenly nervous—an absurd feeling for someone who had faced down artillery fire—but I stepped forward anyway.

She spotted me from the corner of her eye, blinked in surprise, and then smiled. “Alex? You’re supposed to be resting.”

“I’ve had enough rest,” I replied, breathless and smiling. “Besides, I had something important to do.”

She raised an eyebrow, suspicious but curious. “Oh?”

I stood straighter, adjusting my camera strap across my shoulder. “I came to say thank you. For pulling me out. For staying with me. For... everything.”

She shrugged, her smile modest. “It’s my job.”

“No,” I said, stepping closer, “It wasn’t. You could’ve left me there. You didn’t. That matters.”

There was a flicker in her eyes, something soft that she quickly masked. She turned to
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