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			There’s a fine line between courage and insanity…and he flings himself over it.

			The Great War, Book 1

			Captain Sam Dwight never thought his pre-war vow to “make a difference for good in the world” would come back to haunt him. After suffering a grievous head wound in battle, he awakens in a field hospital, barely able to utter a word. 

			How fast would his beautiful, determined nurse call for a straitjacket if she knew that every time a bright light flickers in his eyes, he is transported back to the trenches, reaching out to heal a wounded soldier in a flash of dazzling light? 

			Lily Curtis has seen many a soldier racked with guilt, but she’s never seen one will himself to induce life-threatening seizures. She fears that next time, her hands won’t be quick enough to save her handsome, apparently suicidal charge.

			As rumors of an ethereal battlefield specter reach the ward, Sam becomes convinced that his front line mercy missions are real. But with each trip, he spins the roulette wheel with his own life while Lily’s love and the lives of those at the hospital hang in the balance.

			Warning: In between gory and emotionally charged scenes on WWI battlefields and field hospitals, there are tall tales, a lemon tree named Henry, a blush-inducing blanket bath in which something pops up between nurse and patient, and a 500-pound pet pig.

		

	
		
			Angel of the Somme

			Terri Meeker
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			I have a rendezvous with Death

			At some disputed barricade,

			When Spring comes back with rustling shade

			And apple blossoms fill the air—

			I have a rendezvous with Death

			When Spring brings back blue days and fair.

			Alan Seeger

			Died July 1, 1916

			First day of the Somme

		

	
		
			Prologue

			August 6, 1914

			The day England enters the war

			The bright pink sunset splashed across the farm yard, portraying a tranquil scene, one that stated unequivocally that God was in his Heaven and all was right with the world. This was, of course, a terrible lie—today of all days.

			Sam strode toward the barn, trying to ignore the tightly wound ball of dread knotting in the core of his stomach. He opened the creaky barn door and wove past the stacked hay toward the rear, to where his younger brother and sister waited.

			Since childhood, the Dwight siblings had used the pens in back of the barn as their secret meeting spot. Tonight, however, they’d not be planning how to build a dam or deciding which prank to play on the new schoolmaster. This evening’s planning would be of a graver sort.

			As soon as Sam rounded the corner, he saw Baden and Evie.

			“About time.” Baden hung near the far wall, his lanky frame draped against the back door.

			“It was a tricky task to break away from Mum.” Sam caught himself chewing on his nail and shoved his hand into his trouser pocket.

			“Well, you’re here now. That’s what counts.” Though Evelyn was hardly a baby at eighteen, he still saw her as such for good reason. She’d never lost her tomboy edge. She looked up at him from the spot she usually chose for these sibling meetings: on a stool in the pen belonging to Lady Precious—her enormous and aromatic pig.

			The massive sow turned her bloodshot eyes in Sam’s direction and grunted as if in greeting. Even the most generous assessment would describe the pig’s appearance as startling. She had misshapen ears, mottled grayish-brown coloring and an oversized snout. Her thick bristles stuck up at odd angles, giving her the appearance of a hedgehog-pig crossbreed. Perhaps with a little rhinoceros thrown in for good measure.

			Evie stopped rubbing Lady P’s head and gave Sam a curious look. “What’s this all about, then?”

			Before he could respond, Baden inserted himself with a bark of laughter. “Doing our all for King and country. What else?”

			Sam nodded. “I thought we should meet to discuss out plans now that England’s going to war. Mum’s been wringing her apron all day, too afraid to bring up the topic.”

			“Father’s quite keen on the idea,” Baden said. “Spent the better part of the afternoon going on about besting the Hun on the field of battle and Hail Britannia and all of that.”

			Baden fiddled with the lock on the barn’s back door, then began absentmindedly kicking at the lower planks with his foot. Kick, squeak. Kick, squeak. It was aggressively annoying, and it was what Baden did best.

			Sam took a steadying breath. Best just to cut to it directly. “I wanted to tell you both before I announce to Mum and Father at dinner. Tomorrow I shall sign up with Father’s regiment, the Thirty-second.”

			Evie’s lips thinned to a line and she turned her face away from Sam, kneeling down to scratch Lady Precious’s mottled ears.

			“Not for me,” said Baden. “It’s bad enough to be named after his old regimental leader.”

			“There are worse names,” Evie said, still concentrating on her pig, her voice full of forced cheer. “Father could have served under Haig. Or Kimberly.”

			“You’re not intending to enlist, Bad?” Sam felt a wave of relief wash over him.

			“Oh, I’m signing up. Just not in Father’s regiment.” Baden crossed his arms.

			“But Bad, I’m certain Father could secure a commission for you. If we’re in this together, we could keep an eye out for one another.”

			“That’s the problem. You’d keep your eye on me and no thank you to it.” Baden avoided looking at Sam, concentrating instead on bashing his boot against the door. Kick, squeak. “It’s a fine fit for you, old man—don’t misunderstand. To carry on with the regiment and family tradition and all that. Nothing wrong with being the family’s bedrock.”

			If Sam was the rock of the family, Baden was the relentless tide, ever-churning against stone.

			“You needn’t go at all, you know, Bad.” Evie kept her head tucked down, but Sam could see her chin quivering, ever so slightly. “The farm needs at least one of you, doesn’t it? If Sam is determined to go, you could stay here.”

			“I’m going,” Baden said, his tone firm. “But I’m signing to the Royal Flying Corps.”

			“Flying? Aeroplanes?” Sam sputtered stupidly.

			“Not precisely. I intend to join the First Squadron.” Baden’s face glowed. “Word is that it’s being established for observation balloons.”

			“A balloonatic?” Sam paused, trying to find the words. “You can’t be serious.”

			Baden leveled an icy stare at his brother. “Quite serious, old man.”

			Sam knew better than to argue. His brother had been blazing his own trail since birth. Since before leaving the womb, probably. Sam looked at his siblings. Where Evie and Sam took after their mother with black, curly hair and light blue eyes, Baden took after some distant branch of the family, with dark gray eyes and straight brown hair worn a little too long. It was as if he’d determined to set himself apart from his siblings on a cellular level.

			“What about you, Evie?” Sam asked. “Home fires burning and all that?”

			“As they won’t allow me to enlist, I don’t suppose I’ve got much choice.” Evie shrugged, keeping her concentration on her pig.

			“Though I don’t expect the war will last more than a few months, managing the farm will be no easy task,” Sam said. “Should this trouble drag into autumn, I can’t imagine how you’ll oversee a harvest with a war on. It’ll be impossible to find hired men. Father’s leg gets worse every year and you’ll have to take a firm hand to keep him from working too hard.” He cast a look toward his brother. “I’m sure that if Baden were to decide to remain on the—”

			“I’m going.” Baden’s tone brooked no argument.

			“I can manage, boys.” Evie stopped rubbing Lady P’s ears, stood and shook out her skirts. “I’ve always told you, I’m far more capable than you give me credit for.”

			“I’m sure you are,” Baden said with a smirk. “But we’ll be home before there is a chill in the air. Mark my words.” He lifted his forefinger to his chest and made an invisible X over his heart. The schoolyard gesture might have looked strange coming from a grown man, but seemed quite natural in this place, where they’d spent so much of their childhood.

			“Well now you’ve cursed us.” Sam chuckled. “There’s nothing that’s less certain to come true than one of your predictions.”

			“He’s right.” Evie glanced down at the five hundred pound porcine mass reclining on the barn floor. “You were the one who told me that Lady Precious was going to be a prize-winner.”

			“You were a child,” Baden said. “I had to be kind. And I remain firm in the conviction that Lady P would take first place, just not in anything you’d want to win.”

			Evie stepped closer to Baden and punched his arm lightly.

			“Hey, leave that for the Germans,” he protested.

			The atmosphere in the barn turned somber in an instant.

			Sam cleared his throat. In a flash of inspiration, he reached inside a high cupboard to retrieve a bottle.

			“I am shocked!” Evie said, her grin returned.

			“More impressed than shocked, really, old man.” At twenty-two, Baden was only three years younger than Sam, yet he persisted with the moniker.

			“Now if we can only find a glass.” Sam looked around the barn. His eyes settled on his father’s old soldier’s chest, which was collecting dust beside a pile of hay. He strode to it and flipped open the lid. After digging through some moth-eaten uniforms, he found his father’s old mess kit and a dented metal cup. He fished it out and it made a strange clanking sound. He emptied the cup into his open palm. A dark stone tumbled out.

			“Father’s good luck charm!” Evie said.

			Sam was familiar with the object, though he hadn’t seen it in years. He turned the strange stone over. It was difficult to see in the dim barn light, but he could just make out a series of carvings in the stone. A few slashes that combined to make a very primitive, grinning monkey’s face. Back when his father had been in the Boer War, he’d picked up the trinket from an African market. The very next day, he’d been grievously injured in a cavalry charge. Father had always credited the totem with saving his life. Instead of being killed, he’d come away from the war with a limp and an army discharge.

			“You should bring it with you,” Baden said.

			“I couldn’t,” Sam protested.

			“Don’t know why not,” Baden shrugged. “Father already gave you the lot when you headed off to college. Might as well take the lucky thing. Can’t hurt.”

			“I’d feel so much better if you took it, Sam,” Evie said. After one look into her watering eyes, Sam pocketed the odd totem.

			“And now back to our toast.” Sam poured a small measure of amber-colored liquid into the battered metal cup. “Besides, we’re going to need fortification before we announce our plans to Mum and Father.” Though he was careful to say our plans, the only thing that needed fortification was Bad’s insane notion to float about the battlefield in a balloon.

			Baden stepped toward him. “First drink to you, old man. Respecting my elders, and all that rot.”

			Sam held out the cup, “To making a difference for good.” As he downed the whiskey, a comfortable warmth spread through his chest.

			“Well, that’s fine, isn’t it? After yours, my toast will seem selfish.” Baden grabbed the bottle.

			“You don’t give it a rest, Bad.” Sam laughed. “I almost pity the German that takes you on. Almost.”

			Baden held the whiskey high in the air. “To the foreigner who is fool enough to take me on, then. I promise not to fight fair.” He took a deep swig directly from the bottle, then handed it to Sam. To both brothers’ shock, however, Evie snatched the bottle from their grasp.

			“If you two learned to focus your energy on the Germans instead of one another, we’d win this war in a week.” She held out her free hand and raised her brows at Sam. He hesitated for a moment, then dropped the cup into her open palm. Evie splashed some whiskey into the cup. “To putting Fritzi in his place.”

			She took a delicate sip, then up-ended the cup and swallowed it in one mighty gulp. She gave a startled cough, then looked at her siblings. Though her eyes were watering to overflowing, she plastered on a wide grin. She added quickly, “And to my brothers’ quick return.”

			Sam shook his head. Little Evie, always so determined to keep up with the boys. He plucked the bottle and cup from her, then placed them back inside the cabinet. “And that’s enough of that.”

			“Spoiling our fun again,” Baden grumbled. He stepped around the pigpen and joined his siblings.

			Sam led the trio toward the barn’s entrance. “When we return in a month, we’ll make another toast.”

			“With clean glasses from the house,” Evie suggested.

			“Hear, hear.” Baden said.

			Just as they reached the door, there was a loud squeal and then the sound of crunching wood. Sam spun to see Lady P’s expansive rump disappear through the partially smashed back entrance.

			“Bad! You’ve left the back door unlatched!” Evie wailed.

			Sam jogged toward the rear of the barn and shot a look at his brother. “Run around the front and we’ll flank her.”

			“Not to worry, Evie,” Baden shouted as he raced toward the front entrance. “We’ll have her back in her pen before Mum sets supper. I’m certain of it.”

			“Now you’ve done it. Gone and made another prediction.” Evie pointed at the door. “Just stop talking and go, Bad.”

			Lady P gave another squeal of freedom, this one sounding much farther away. The brothers disappeared in opposite directions, leaving their sister standing alone in the pigless barn.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Two years later

			France, July 1, 1916

			The first day of the Battle of the Somme

			Sam leaned against the trench wall as another blast echoed through the air. A split second after each explosion sounded, a fine rain of dirt and mud settled on the soldiers huddled on the trench floor.

			He looked back to check on his men. They were tightly packed in, shoulder-to-shoulder and no room for jostling about. Men weren’t made to live in ditches like this. The earthen walls were too much like a grave. If all went according to plan, and there was no reason to think otherwise, he wouldn’t have to live like this for much longer. None of the lads would.

			Another distant boom shook the ground.

			Though the sounds of explosions usually weren’t cause for celebration, these were, and all the men packed inside the trench knew it. Each boom meant the Tommies had blown up another mine. They’d been digging under the German lines for weeks, all in preparation for this morning, for this final push that would finally bring this miserable war to an end.

			The world had never seen the likes of the past weeks. Nor would it again, Sam was sure. It was the greatest Allied assault of the war. After two long years of stalemate, it was about damned time. For two weeks, the Tommies had rained a mind-boggling number of shells upon the Jerry trenches. Word was that the bombardment could be heard all the way across the channel, even as far as London. Each time the ground shook, Sam wondered if they might be feeling the reverberations back at the farm. He imagined the barley fields swaying with the slight vibration and the creaky kitchen floor giving a groan of acknowledgement. The thought of the war’s reach extending across the channel to the farm chilled his blood.

			The men tensed, waiting for the next blast. It didn’t come. The silence seemed unnatural following so many days of the constant barrage. The air felt too still, as though the world was holding its collective breath. His men looked at him, pale-faced as they shifted their feet nervously like the West Sussex farm boys they were. Like Sam was, beneath the layer of soldier he’d been forced to wear.

			A few of the newer recruits gave him the white-eyed stare that came with too much time in the trenches. They reminded him of sheep huddled together in the shearing shed back home.

			Suddenly, a familiar whizzing sound filled the air and Sam pulled himself flush to the trench wall. A shell hit nearby and the ground quaked from the impact, dislodging another thick shower of mud and stone upon the soldiers.

			A Big Bertha.

			It couldn’t have been. It was impossible. After so many weeks of shelling, the Jerries shouldn’t have any functioning artillery at all. Their lines had to be a shambles…or so Commander Dallworth had insisted. He’d assured the officers that come the morning of the attack that the Tommies would simply stroll across No Man’s Land and take what was left of the abandoned German trenches.

			The enemy howitzers, however, begged to differ about the condition of their lines. Another shell buzzed and landed impotently a few hundred feet ahead of the English trenches.

			“Captain Dwight, sir?” A voice quavered. Sam turned to see a very young man standing at awkward attention, his face looking grave beneath a layer of grime.

			Sam returned his salute. The trembling private standing before him was one of the latest bunch of recruits assigned to him. Enis, was it? No, Ellis. The lad looked at Sam expectantly.

			“Private Ellis?” Sam asked.

			“Some of the men were wondering if we’d got our orders wrong, Captain. We thought, sir, that we was supposed to go over the top after the last of the mines go off.”

			“That’s correct, but the whistles, not the artillery, signal the attack”

			Another ground-shaking shell hit the earth, sending down a shower of mud and rocks. It was closer this time. The sound of screaming followed the burst.

			“The German artillery, sir…?” Ellis gulped.

			Sam looked past the quaking young man to see the rest of his company, crouched in fear and sweating under their helmets, despite the early morning hour. If he didn’t give them something to do—something to hold on to—he might lose them altogether. He’d seen it happen in the first days of the war.

			As Sam reached into his pocket to pull out his watch, his fingertips brushed against his father’s lucky totem. He still carried it with him on his sister’s insistence. The damned thing was a nuisance and its only purpose thus far had been to scratch his watch case. He pushed the stone aside and withdrew his timepiece. He glanced at the time in what he hoped was a casual manner. Twenty-seven past seven. Three minutes to go.

			“Are you afraid, Private Ellis?”

			Sam’s question was so blunt, so unexpected, that the lad only blinked at him. He felt the eyes of the other soldiers turn to them.

			“There’s no shame in fear. Truth be told, I was half out of my head the first time I engaged the enemy. By my reckoning, you’d be a wool-headed fool not to be afraid.”

			“Then I’m terrified,” a voice called before adding, “Sir.” It came from a fellow just behind Ellis, who couldn’t have been a day over seventeen.

			Sam laughed and was relieved to hear a few others join in.

			“Well, good then! Glad to hear it. Fear isn’t a bad thing, you know. And it doesn’t mean you’re not brave, lad. Courage isn’t the absence of fear. It’s the mastery of it.” He clapped a hand on Ellis’ shoulder. “And I know you can overcome your fear, Private.” He raised his eyes to his men. “I know all of you fellows can. You’ve been outstanding soldiers, to the last. And though you may question your abilities, your courage, you must remember one thing: I don’t. Not for a moment.”

			Sam smiled in an attempt to portray confidence, trying not to be the fearful farmer the men had, but the competent Captain they needed. “You’re the same men who have dutifully followed my orders throughout the mundane activities of keeping this trench. You’ll not let me down when it comes to the thick of things. You’ll be as brave as you need to be. As brave as England needs you to be. You’ll do splendidly.”

			He glanced at his watch. Seven twenty-nine. Time was nearly out.

			“Men, affix bayonets and await my command. Ladders up.” He tucked his watch into his tunic pocket. “We’ll clear a line for the cavalry and be resting in Jerry’s trenches by tea time.”

			Sam tugged on his helmet’s chin strap, securing it, then checked his Webley revolver. Ellis was still just at his elbow, the boy’s wild-eyed gaze now eclipsed by a slightly more confident expression.

			Since the lad was having a bit of a struggle attaching his bayonet to his rifle, Sam reached over to help. It was then that he heard it. The faint whirr that grew louder at an impossible speed. It wasn’t the signal for going over the top, but one which bore a far deadlier message.

			The Big Bertha screamed toward them.

			Sam spun to order his men out of harm’s way, but with soldiers packed so tightly in the narrow earthen passage, there was simply nowhere to go.

			Fighting a rising tide of panic, he motioned for them to take cover. Private Ellis stared back at him, as blank-faced as a newborn lamb.

			Suddenly, in a bone-rattling boom and puff of earth, Ellis disappeared entirely. There was an enormous roar, then silence as Sam was swallowed in an unholy cloud of dirt and blood.

			He felt his body being lifted up and up and up—as though he was being carried to Heaven.

			I’m a bloody angel, he thought, not being prone to cursing, but then, it wasn’t every day that one ascended to the skies.

			For a moment, he hung suspended there, halfway between Heaven and Earth. In this soundless, surreal state, he felt as though he’d left his body entirely. As if he was watching an image of himself on the cinema screen, while the real Sam Dwight watched comfortably, safely from his seat.

			In that split-second as he hung in midair, his mind flooded with images of home. He saw the south meadow covered in winter’s first snow. He saw the sun slanting across the barn’s sloped roof as their sheepdog, Molly, bounded through the yard. He saw the faces of Evie, Baden and his parents.

			He felt his heart break, overwhelmed by the terrible beauty of that which had been his life. And the unimaginable fragility of it all.

			Then he slammed back into his body. The images of home were torn from him as the earth grasped for him with greedy fingers. He tried to gasp for breath, but could find none.

			Heaven didn’t want him, it seemed. Perhaps he was better fit for Hell.

			His body hit the earth, hard. As his head struck the ground, hot webs of pain radiated out from the top of his skull to his spine. Then the world was swallowed whole by merciful black.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Base Hospital Seventeen had never seen the likes of what they were calling “The Battle of the Somme”. Though they’d had word that there would be a push and had tried to prepare for an onslaught of casualties, the crimson flood of dying and wounded men left them floundering. The staff had worked nonstop for thirty hours, yet the ambulances just kept rolling up to the door.

			Lily Curtis swayed slightly on her feet as she looked down at the line of stretcher bearers clogging the aisle of the packed ward. Groans and shouted orders filled the air. One young man on her right was missing most of his lower jaw—and he was bleeding through the poorly applied bandage. Another pressing duty she needed to attend to if only she could find a moment.

			You can do it, Lily. Put on your brave face.

			She took a deep, steadying breath and stepped toward the next pair of stretcher bearers paused in front of her. Lily glanced down at the soldier and her heart sank. Another head injury. These were the worst. The patient’s skin was deathly pale and he’d already soaked through the dressing. She quickly scanned the card pinned to the unconscious man’s chest, its writing hurried and barely legible.

			Captain Samuel Dwight—head wound, concus.

			Lily grasped the man’s wrist. His pulse was very slow and she checked to confirm his lowered respiration. Comatose or close to it. Feeling miserably guilty, as she did every time she assigned someone the lowest triage priority, she scrawled a large number three on his card.

			“Please place him next to the windows,” Lily instructed the weary lads holding the stretcher.

			“There’s no more room,” one of the lads protested.

			“You’ll find room. I know you can.”

			As they trundled their burden toward the wall, she moved to the next waiting stretcher, careful to avoid stepping on the wounded litters clogging the aisles.

			“Miss Curtis, more catgut to surgery, now!” Matron Marshall stood at the rear of the ward, overseeing the frantic activity, the captain on the bridge of her storm-tossed vessel. Her lips were constantly pursed in a frown and she had a series of lines coming from her mouth that reminded Lily of a spider’s web. A lifelong Army nurse, the matron took absolutely no nonsense from anyone, least of all a war.

			Lily scribbled a number one on the next patient in her line, a private with a severe leg wound that would likely need amputation. “There’s only silk left, ma’am.” Lily stepped around the line of wounded.

			“Sterilized?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Then go.” The matron turned her attention to the corner of the room where two newly arrived VADs, or members of the Volunteer Aid Detachment, were attempting to be inconspicuous. “You there, if you’re going to be useless, at least take water around.” She raised her brows menacingly. “Now.” The girls lunged guiltily into action.

			Lily opened the cabinet that held sterile equipment and scooped up all the silk thread on the shelf. She stepped through the rear door and rushed down the hall. By the time she reached the surgery rooms, back behind the kitchen, Sister Cudahee waited at the door with her hand extended.

			“The fabric store in the village sent more,” the sister said. “Or they should have. They’ll be in the linen cabinet. Sterilize them, and quickly.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Lily scurried through the kitchen to the linen cabinet and tore it open. A small cotton bag rested on the lower shelf. She snatched it up and peered inside to see dozens of spools of silk thread—a bright kaleidoscope jumble of colors. It was likely all the little village shop had to offer. Bless the proprietor. Lily grabbed the bag and wove a path through the men crowding the floor to where the newest VADs were timidly offering water to the wounded.

			“Ladies, I need one of you for sterilization duty.”

			The girls blinked at her. Lily forced a smile. It wasn’t her brave face, but it was the best she could manage. “You learned this on day two of your training, I believe.”

			Lily thrust the bag into the closest girl’s arms and pointed to the ward’s rear door. “Put these through the autoclave. It’s in the prep room, just next to surgery. If that is a problem, then boil the lot for two minutes.”

			The girl stared at the thread in her hands.

			“You know how to do this.” Lily tried her best to sound reassuring. “You’ll do fine.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” The girl’s face had gone white and she blinked down at the bag in her hands.

			Lily shook her head. “I’m not a ma’am. I’m a VAD, just like you.”

			“Are you? But you seem so…”

			“I’m just more accustomed to the chaos.”

			Lily spun around and threaded her way back through the aisle of the moaning wounded, intending to report back to the matron. Halfway across the room, a thin, red-headed boy stopped her dead. There was something about the look of him, propped up against the wall and gasping for breath. His eyes were open so wide that the whites showed all the way around the pupil. He reminded her of a raccoon that had once gotten locked in a shed back home in Canada. The poor thing had nearly gone mad with fear.

			Lily knelt by his side and reached out to grasp his hand. “Hello, I’m Miss Curtis.”

			“Corporal…Simon…” he choked out.

			“Where are you injured, Corporal? Did they not give you a tag?”

			“Can’t…breathe…” He kicked his legs violently. The edges of his mouth were slightly blue. Lily reached out to take his pulse—it was irregular and thready. She turned his wrist to check his fingernails. They also had a slightly bluish hue.

			“Can you tilt your head back?” she asked.

			“Yes, Captain.” His eyes were unfocused, but he obeyed. She opened his mouth, but could see no obstructions. She quickly unfastened his jacket. When she pulled it open, she saw the trouble immediately. The right side of his chest held a chunk of shrapnel which appeared to be imbedded quite deep. His shirt was soaked in blood, but his jacket was relatively blood free, masking the extent of his injury.

			“One moment. I’ll be right back.” Lily rushed across the crowded floor and stopped in front of the Matron who was assisting a VAD dressing soldier’s leg.

			“Matron, we’ve got a lad with acute respiratory failure. I’d like to—”

			“It is not your place to diagnose, Miss Curtis.” Matron Marshall didn’t take her eyes off her patient. “I can’t imagine why you’d presume to come to such a conclusion.”

			Not this again. Not when it mattered so much. Lily took a deep breath. “Because he has circumoral cyanosis and arrhythmia,” she said through gritted teeth. “And because there is a huge chunk of metal sticking out of his chest.”

			The matron gave Lily a septic stare.

			“Sister Newell,” the matron shouted toward one of the “real” nurses. “Please evaluate the patient that Miss Curtis will direct you to.”

			“Ma’am, please,” Lily interjected. The matron was already annoyed and Lily reckoned she might as well push on. “He’s lost so much blood already. Sister Newell will only give him plasma. I really feel—”

			“Not now!” The matron’s face reddened. “We do not have the luxury of time for your transfusion nonsense. Assist Sister Newell.”

			Lily swallowed her protests and turned to Sister Newell, schooling her face into a neutral expression. Lily bent her head in the direction of their waiting patient. Her voice, when she spoke—“If you’d please follow me”—even sounded properly subservient. Sometimes a brave face wore a strange disguise.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Sam swam up from inky depths to the sound of a female voice. Not British, but not German either. He tried to place it, but thoughts came so slowly and it was such a strain to concentrate upon the meaning her words formed.

			“…moving around more. Your legs have changed position several times. I’m sure of it.”

			He heard some male mumbling that he couldn’t quite make out, followed by light-hearted laughter.

			“You get more than your share of attention, I’m sure, Lieutenant.” Her voice was farther away for that bit. Wood groaned on tile. The sound of something—chair? table?—being pulled up. “And if he is aware of what’s going on, better to have a reason to wake up, don’t you think?”

			The same male voice grumbled a few words, then Sam heard paper being torn. The noise echoed through his mind, making it difficult to think. A thin blade of pain slipped in and felt as if it was slicing cruel but precise incisions into his brain. He tried to move his arms, to feel why his head was in such agony, but they refused to budge.

			The pleasant voice continued, and brought with it a sense of calm. He relaxed and listened. “You’ve another letter from West Sussex, Captain.”

			When he tried to open his eyes, he saw only darkness.

			“‘Darling Sam,’” the woman began. “‘Yesterday we got another letter from someone in the Voluntary Aid Detachment. Please thank her for writing, will you? The VAD says you’re well, but goes into no more detail than that. I like to suppose you don’t write to us yourself because you’re too busy getting better—but I’ve a worry that it only means you’re still sleeping.’”

			Pain crashed inside his skull in waves. It radiated down his body in angry torrents. The harder he tried to stay awake, the more his head ached—as if his struggles were feeding a beast inside his mind.

			“‘Mum and Father are getting on as well as you’d expect. Mum worries, but Father tells her that your being in the hospital is good news. It means you’re safe and no longer a target for Jerry’s bullets. I must admit that I’d feel a lot better if I could read a letter in your illegible scrawl with your tendency to over punctuate.’”

			Another sharp pain sliced through the top of Sam’s skull. He tried to groan in response, but remained mute. He focused his mind and held onto the woman’s soothing voice and her words from—sister? Evie?—the letter writer.

			“‘We received a rare letter from Bad two days ago. He’s been informed about your injury but is too far away to…’”

			Sam held to the sound of her voice as hard as he was able, but a roar of agony screamed inside his mind, drowning out the sound of the woman as if she were a songbird on the battlefield. Her words grew so faint that he could no longer make them out. As he slipped back into darkness, she faded to a comforting murmur until sleep claimed him.

			He woke again with no idea if it had been days or hours since he’d last been conscious. His head felt clearer, at any rate. The ice pick of pain had been replaced by a dull throbbing, which was a sweet mercy.

			Concentrating as hard as he was able, he opened his eyes only to see the same blackness as before. He knew he had to be awake for there was a steady sense of a busy world going on all around his bed. A conversation burbled up near him and he could distinguish the sound of footsteps and the squeaking wheels of carts being maneuvered about.

			Again, he tried to move his hands. This time, his right arm jerked up then fell back down onto his chest, like a kite suddenly deprived of wind. He slid his hand up his chest along the bumpy material—blanket? bandage?—covering him.

			That slight movement was strangely exhausting and his headache flared up. He concentrated over the pain, directing all his will toward his right arm. He lifted it, just slightly, and pulled it toward his face. His head roared in protest.

			His clumsy fingers touched a barrier—wrappings covered his head, including his eyes. Thank god—he wasn’t blind then. Or…he might not be. The bandage could mean many things.

			“Captain?” It was the male voice that had spoken the other day, no longer mumbling. “Oi, Sister? I think Sleeping Beauty might be waking up.”

			Sam pulled his arm away from his face, letting it fall gracelessly back onto the bed.

			“Captain Dwight?” A female voice, but not the soothing one from the other day. “Can you hear me?”

			He tried to think of what to—speak? voice? tongue?—and found his throat once again too uncooperative. And the pain inside his head yowled in protest.

			A darker shade of black crept into his vision from the edges and he fell into it without a fight.

			Sam woke to the sensation of movement. Then a male voice, very loud and authoritative, sounded in his left ear.

			“Captain Dwight, can you feel my hand?”

			It was so difficult to think beyond the blanket of pain wrapped around his mind. Sam searched to find meaning in the words—feel? hand?—but couldn’t find his way through. When he tried to speak, his throat seemed unfamiliar, as if it didn’t quite belong to him.

			Sam felt the slight pressure of fingers placed directly over the top of his own, but could not react. His fingers seemed like dead things that someone had pinned to the end of his hand. It was maddening. He’d been able to move the damned things earlier.

			He tried to speak, forcing his lips to shape a word, any word. Yes, hand, pain. He remained mute.

			“How about this, Captain?” The women’s voice sounded in his ear. It was her, again. The sweet voice. Fingers, warm and confident, turned his hand over and slipped inside Sam’s open palm. “Squeeze.”

			Sam squeezed.

			“Yes!” She gave a delighted yelp.

			“You were right, Lieutenant,” said a male—father? doctor?—voice. “Your roommate is coming around.”

			“Shall I remove the bandages?” the woman asked.

			“When were they last changed?”

			“I changed them myself this morning. There was no sign of herniation.” She paused. “I also checked for neck rigidity and there was none. And no history of fever. I think meningitis is going to pass by our captain all together.”

			“Very good. Once again, you’re ahead of me, Miss Curtis.” The male voice sounded genuinely impressed. “He appears to be beating the odds, touch wood. Once he’s stabilized, he’ll be bound for Blighty.”

			“Very good, sir.”

			“Let’s have a look at you, shall we, Lieutenant?” The man’s voice sounded farther away now. “You’re looking well. The lateral tremor seems a bit reduced. Now how’s that leg of yours?”

			The woman’s fingers, so warm and comforting, began to slip from his palm. Sam tried to tighten his grip, but his hand was uncooperative and slow—as if it belonged to a puppet and he was clumsily pulling at knotted strings.

			The voices moved farther away, and he slid back into the comfort of darkness.

			When Sam woke again, it was night. Even through the darkness, however, he could recognize shapes. He blinked rapidly to make sure it wasn’t an optical illusion. He wasn’t blind then. At least he had that much. He lifted a hand to his head. His arm trembled, but cooperated as he cautiously ran his fingertips across his face. Other than beard stubble, his skin felt smooth and unmarked. He then ran his fingertips across his head and bumped into a shaved area just above his right ear. He felt a small, rectangular bandage, no more than two inches long.

			He dropped his hand and looked up at the ornate plaster ceiling high above him. He turned his head. Though the room was dimly lit, he could see rows of beds covered with khaki blankets. A hospital ward, then. And from the silence and the condition of the building, it was a good long way from the front.

			The silhouette of the man in the bed beside him shifted slightly and faced him. The fellow’s head wobbled from side to side in a very peculiar way. It made Sam feel uneasy, so he looked at the ceiling instead.

			“So you’re properly awake then?” the man asked.

			Sam took a moment to form a response in his mind. “Yes.” His voice cracked and sounded nothing like his own.

			“You all right, Captain? I can fetch a nurse,” the voice whispered. From the corner of his eye, Sam could still see the lad’s head continuing to tremble in that unnatural way which reminded him vaguely of a chicken.

			“No, please. Fine,” Sam replied.

			“I’m Gordy. Well, Second Lieutenant Gordon Robbins but here at New Bedlam, we keep things on a first name basis. I’m with the Eighty-eighth of Newfoundland.”

			“Sam.”

			Gordy sat up in bed and reached for something on Sam’s bedside table. When Sam tried to follow his movement, the world seemed to pitch to one side and a wave of nausea hit him. He closed his eyes.

			“Have some water, Sam. You sound a bit parched.”

			Gordy lifted a tin cup to Sam’s mouth. The lad’s head might wobble, but his hand was steady. Sam took a welcome drink.

			“You sure you don’t want me to call a sister?” Gordy asked.

			“Yes,” Sam replied, great guttural beast that he was.

			Sam lay back on his pillow. It felt cool and soothing against his neck. After gathering his thoughts for a few moments, he opened his eyes and looked at Gordy, who was watching him with a wary expression.

			“Where now?” Sam asked. “England?”

			“France. You’re in New Bedlam. Well, officially it’s Base Hospital Seventeen.” Gordy paused for a moment. “It was an asylum before the war. One of those rich Frenchy places with a too-fancy-for-vous name. It’s not a madhouse anymore. Well, no less a madhouse than the rest of the Western Front. We only named it New Bedlam in hopes that it would be good luck for bringing the Yanks into the war. They’re so fond of renaming things by sticking a ‘new’ title in front of it. New York, New Jersey, New England.”

			Sam nodded and felt the world sway a little.

			“I’m talking too much,” Gordy said, not entirely untruthfully.

			“Meet you,” Sam said.

			It was a moment before Gordy responded. “Pleasure to meet you as well, Sam. You go ahead and get some rest, now. And try not to worry. They’re a good lot here. You should have seen me before they took me in.” Gordy lowered his voice to a conspiratorial tone. “My head used to wobble from side-to-side and look at me now.” He chuckled, seeming pleased with himself.

			“Thank you,” Sam said.

			The pain in his head roared like a cyclone. Sam closed his eyes, hoping sleep would take him.

			Eventually, it did.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Rrrring, rrrring.

			The morning bell pulled Lily from sleep. She groaned and rubbed her hand over her eyes. Five o’clock in the morning was an unholy hour to wake, but especially so since she’d been on the ward floor until well after midnight.

			She stretched and looked over to her roommate, Rose, who’d slept right through the bell. Poor lamb. She was aptly named, with golden hair and healthy pink skin that almost glowed—a hothouse English Rose. Unlike Lily herself, who was nothing like her namesake with auburn hair and green eyes and skin that had clearly seen the summer sun. If Lily were a flower, she reckoned she’d be something wild. Maybe an Indian paintbrush, from back home in British Columbia. Or perhaps, she considered, a weed.

			Lily slipped out of bed and reached out to shake Rose’s shoulder. The girl sat up, looking at first surprised, then profoundly disappointed.

			“Already?” Rose groaned.

			“I’m afraid so.” Lily slipped on her standard blue VAD dress and began to button it. “At least we shouldn’t be getting any more casualties today.”

			“How do you know?”

			“We’re out of room. Unless they fancy strapping patients to the roof, they’ll have to send them to Le Havre or Rouen.”

			Rose was like most of the young women who made up the Voluntary Aid Detachment—a sweet girl from a wealthy home, but with no experience in any kind of work, let alone something as demanding as a base hospital. Though the girls had gone through basic nursing training, they were far more comfortable around a needle when it was sewing a sampler than when stitching up the wounded.

			The recruiting poster promised a life of pretty girls wearing crisp VAD dresses while they heroically tended grateful and very tidy patients. The reality was an overwhelmed girl frantically patching together a bloody line of boys suffering grievous wounds just as they’d begun to live life.

			Rose moved toward her wardrobe and sluggishly gathered her dress, and her starched apron and scarf. Then she sat back down on the bed and crushed the bundle of clothing in her arms. With her apron crumpled, the red cross on the front had transformed into an angry tangle of crimson lines.

			“One day at a time, Rose. You truly are seeing the worst of it. Before this latest push, things were much calmer around here.” Lily tied her own apron around her waist, then wrapped her white scarf around her head. “You’ve been doing fine, really.”

			“Matron Marshall doesn’t think so.”

			Lily gave an unladylike snort. “Matron Marshall would find fault with Marie Curie herself.”

			Rose looked over, a hint of a smile on her lips.

			“Cross my heart. Just the other day I heard her complaining about Madame Curie’s x-rays vans. Said they were a nuisance at the front and a proper RAMC nurse should know if a leg is broken just by looking at it.”

			Rose beamed, a real grin this time.

			Lily smiled in return. “You can’t take what she says to heart, Rose. You’ll get the hang of this in no time.”

			“I don’t think so. I’ll never know so much as you do.”

			“I think you will. And I’ve had a few years head start on you, so it’s not really a fair comparison.”

			“Years?” Rose asked. “But I thought you only arrived six months ago.”

			“I’ve been working as a nurse since I was in my early teens.”

			“You’re joking.” Rose tilted her head to the side and gave Lily a skeptical look.

			“Not at all. My father is a doctor in Vancouver, Canada. Since British Columbia wasn’t blessed with an over abundance of trained nurses, he had me at his elbow as soon as I turned fourteen. His practice wasn’t quite like this—the brutality of men intentionally tearing one another to bits, but I’m quite familiar with the basics.” Lily sat on her bed and quickly laced up her shoes.

			“Why aren’t you a nursing sister then?” Rose asked.

			“The Royal Army Medical Corps said I hadn’t been properly trained as a nurse, so it was VAD for me.”

			“And your father? Did he join as well?”

			“He tried to, but he’s got a rather poor heart. The army couldn’t take him. Since it’s just the two of us, it was up to me to represent Clan Curtis.”

			Rose looked down her lap, where she’d been strangling her dress and apron.

			“Today’s bound to be better,” Lily said. Rose did not look terribly convinced. “Just keep your chin up and try to stay out of Matron’s way.”

			Lily gave Rose an encouraging smile, then stepped into the hall. A few fellow VADs were up and moving slowly in the dim gas-lit hallway. She followed them to the kitchen.

			At over a hundred years old, the building wasn’t terribly modern. It had been retrofitted for electricity and the wards were still illuminated by gas lamps. In the winter, the antiquated heating system alternately froze or broiled the patients, depending on its mood.

			Still, the old place had a lot in its favor. Being a former mental institution, it was ideally suited to be refitted as a base hospital with four large wards, a spacious kitchen and three rooms at the back which suited nicely for surgery. The two dozen smaller cells along the east side were put to use as staff quarters. The large kitchen featured windows that looked out over the back garden, which was Lily’s favorite place—a tranquil spot in the midst of so much chaos. Lily had even put in a small herb garden when she’d first arrived—long since abandoned due to the war’s relentless demands.

			To be sure, remnants of New Bedlam’s former life lingered. There were still bars on many of the windows and an odd assortment of straitjackets piled in a shed out back. But since many base hospitals were little more than a collection of tents, Lily knew she was fortunate to have been assigned a place with four solid walls.

			She worked her way past a gaggle of bleary-eyed VADs and grabbed a seat at the crowded wooden table next to the window. Gobbling down her breakfast of porridge and plums in silence, she inadvertently scalded the roof of her mouth.

			After scooping out a final spoonful of porridge, she dashed to the sink to wash out her things, then began loading up the breakfast cart for the patients.

			Though the VADs were usually assigned to both officer and enlisted wards, Matron Marshall assigned Lily exclusively to the officers’ ward. The matron didn’t trust Lily as she might a nursing sister, but she recognized that Lily had experience. If someone was going to make a mistake, Matron Marshall wanted it to happen amongst enlisted men where there was less likely to be trouble. Army stripes hadn’t done much for breaking down class walls. Not in the matron’s case, at any rate.

			Lily pushed the cart through the door with a bang. Bright sunshine streamed through the wide, barred windows on the south side of the room, bringing much needed cheer to the room. A few litters still clogged the aisles, but the ward wasn’t as crowded this morning, at least, which would make delivering breakfast less problematic.

			Though Lily occasionally accompanied Dr. Raye, this morning Sister Newell was making the rounds in his place. The three staff doctors would have to be dead on their feet at this point. They’d begun operating as soon as the sun was up and had still been at it when Lily had gone to bed. Lily knew better than to offer her assistance to Sister Newell. The nurse was agreeable enough, but placed VADs in the same general category as songbirds: pleasant to look at and nice enough creatures, but generally useless.

			Lily threaded a path through the few men that had been billeted on the floor, offering them breakfast first. As always, they greeted her with grateful smiles, peppered with lots of “Thank you ever so much, miss,” and “This looks delightful,” even though their meager feast consisted of only porridge and slightly bruised plums.

			Lily made three trips to the kitchen to refill her cart before she was on her final breakfast run. Most of the men wouldn’t be with them more than a few days. By the time the wounded made it to the base hospital, they were injured badly enough to send back to England on a hospital ship.

			There were a few, however, who stayed at New Bedlam a bit longer. Some men were injured just lightly enough to need to remain in the hospital for a few weeks, or had a non-life threatening illness, such as trench fever. Other men stayed because they hadn’t stabilized enough to risk travel by hospital ship. This happened most often with head injuries and, on occasion, amputees.

			The longer term residents tended to cluster together in the far corner of the room. Tending to them was Lily’s favorite part of the day. Over time, she’d gotten to know them well and considered them her friends. Her comrades in arms. After long days with so many nameless lads, these boys in the corner of the room helped Lily remember why she’d signed up in the first place.

			Lily saved the best for last. The Canadian and the Captain. Lieutenant Gordy Robbins was a gangly, freckled lad who never failed to brighten her day with his unbound enthusiasm and optimism. Besides, talking to her countryman helped ease her homesickness.

			His neighbor, Captain Dwight, held other charms. Though he’d only regained consciousness days ago, there was something irresistible and calming about his presence. Whenever she read his letters to him, it held a kind of intimacy, peering through this charming window to his family, his life.

			Matron Marshall would have vehemently disapproved of such warm feelings toward patients, and she wasn’t alone. From the top on down, VADs were discouraged from being overly familiar with soldiers. Some hospitals had taken it so far as to forbid eye contact with patients. To Lily’s mind, this was a thoroughly wrong-headed approach to patient care. But then, the Army didn’t care much what Lily Curtis thought about a great many things, as they’d proven time and again.

			Since the matron couldn’t lurk in the officers’ ward all the time, the staff maintained slightly looser protocols in her absence. Much to Lily’s relief, most of the nursing sisters treated the soldiers in a friendlier manner than the matron would have liked, and they didn’t begrudge the VADs for doing the same.

			She pulled the cart up to Gordy’s bed. He watched her, his head wobbling from side to side in its typical exaggerated manner. His lateral tremor was a tic associated with shell shock, unusual but not unheard of. Though the wobble had gotten a little milder over time, it still was very noticeable. From a distance, he looked like a man in the throes of anger, shaking his head in a rage. Nothing could be further from the truth when it came to dear Gordy.

			“Good morning, Lieutenant Robbins,” she said.

			“I told you not to call me that. It’s Gordy. And good morning, Bluebird.” Gordy grinned in anticipation.

			“I told you not to call me that. It’s Miss Curtis.”

			Their routine of arguing about titles was terribly silly, but it clearly delighted Gordy no end. She placed the breakfast tray on his bedside table.

			“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked. “I’m more than happy to help with your breakfast.”

			Gordy held up a hand. “I’d like to try to manage myself again, if you don’t mind. Though I wouldn’t say no to your company.”

			“Shall we do your manipulations first? They always seem to bring the tremors down a notch.”

			“Yes, thank you,” he said.

			With a hand above each ear, she grasped his skull, then pulled his head in a wide circle. “You’ve improved a great deal in just a week. In fact, Lieutenant, I heard Dr. Raye bragging about you to the matron just yesterday.”

			“I have to say, I didn’t expect her to agree to it. Warden Marshall seems a bit disagreeable when it comes to new fangled medical practices.”

			“Warden?” Lily began pulling Gordy’s head from side to side. “You’d better not let her hear you call her that. And the matron may be resistant to new ideas, but she’s never gone against a doctor’s orders.”

			Lily stopped her manipulations and stepped back to get a better look at him. Though his head still shook, the tremors weren’t as marked.

			“Thank you, Bluebird. You reckon my head will cooperate long enough for me to put porridge in my mouth?”

			“I think so. And I’d better wake your neighbor for his breakfast before it gets too cold. Did he rest yesterday? It was rather chaotic and I wasn’t able to check in as often as I’d have liked.”

			“That he did.” Gordy managed to get the spoon into his mouth without spilling a drop.

			Lily turned around to look at Captain Dwight, who appeared to be deeply asleep. A few days’ beard growth darkened his jaw line but she could see his cheeks were far too thin, his cheekbones too prominent. The small, white rectangular bandage just above his right ear remained firmly in place, so at least he must not be moving around too much.

			“Captain?” She shook his shoulder, gently at first, then with a firmer grip. “Captain, wake up.”

			His eyes fluttered open. They were a light blue, the color of summer sky.

			“Remember me? Miss Curtis? I’m here to give you breakfast. Come, let’s get you sitting up.” Lily placed her hands behind his shoulders and pulled him forward, then propped two pillows behind him.

			When she sat down, he’d already closed his eyes, black eyelashes resting on too-pale skin.

			“Headache?” she asked.

			“Yes.” His voice was low and raspy. She poured a small measure of water into his glass and held it to his lips.

			He gulped it down. “Thank you.”

			“It’s only porridge this morning, but you’ve been asleep a long while and you need nutrition.”

			“Not hungry.” His blue eyes narrowed for a moment as if he was searching for something. “Sorry,” he added at last.

			“We’ll need to get your appetite started then, won’t we? Like the hand-crank on an automobile.” She gave him a bright smile and held a spoonful of porridge to his lips. “Open up.”

			He parted his lips and swallowed obediently.

			“Do you know where you are?” she asked.

			“Hospital,” he replied.

			“And where is the hospital located?” She slipped him another spoonful of porridge.

			He swallowed. “France.”

			“And can you tell me your name?”

			“Sam.”

			“And your rank? Your surname?”

			“Just Sam. Informal here.” Sam pointed a shaky finger at Gordy, a hint of a grin on his lips. “He said.”

			“The Lieutenant has already gotten to you, has he?”

			Sam nodded, but cautiously, as though his head was packed with china. Not wanting to wear him out in one go, she fed him the rest of the porridge in silence. She figured that if he could remember what Gordy had told him, his short term memory was already returning. A good sign.

			Once he finished the porridge, she held the plum to his lips and he took a bite. He closed his eyes as he chewed. When he swallowed, she heard him sigh a little and she couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Tastes that good, does it? And you thought you weren’t hungry.”

			“Plums on my…” He paused for a long moment, biting his bottom lip in concentration. She waited. “Farm,” he finished at last. A flash of victory shone in his eyes.

			“Well, now that you’ve woken up, you should be back to your farm and dining on your very own plums in no time.”

			Once Sam had finished the fruit, she turned to his neighbor. “And how did you fare, Gordy?”

			Gordy gave her a wide grin. He’d collected a small porridge-goatee on his chin.

			She wiped it off with a quick swipe of his napkin to spare him his pride. “Very good! Fit to dine with the King, you are!”

			“I’d have a few words for King George. A bit of advice regarding the shooting gallery he’s sent us to, actually.”

			“I would almost pity the King,” Lily said. She turned back to Sam. “After I collect the breakfast trays, I can return and read your mail if you’re feeling up to it. You’ve got quite a stack here.”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			She gathered up their trays and loaded them onto her cart. “Very well. I’ll be back in a moment. Try not to get into any trouble while I’m away, Lieutenant Robbins.”

			“Gordy.” He tried to shake his head, but with the wobble, it looked as if he was trying to duck a projectile. “I’m always good, Bluebird. You know that.”

			“Miss Curtis,” she corrected with a smile as she wheeled her cart down the aisle.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			As soon as Bluebird left, Gordy turned to Sam. “So, you not feeling so chin-strapped?”

			“Better today.” Sam thought for a moment to gather the words. “Blasted head. Talking difficult.”

			“Ah, that’ll get better in no time. Just you wait and see. Bluebird and the docs will set you to rights.” Gordy readjusted his leg. It was only then that Sam noticed it was in a cast. How could he be only noticing this now? His headache gave a kick.

			“A noggin can take all manner of abuse, you know,” Gordy continued. “There was a fellow from America who lived for years with a metal spike driven straight through his head. Phineas Gage was his name. Carried on as cushy as you please. Though I imagine wearing a hat would be a bit of trouble, what with a big chunk of metal sticking out the top of your head. To say nothing of kissing a girl.” Gordy paused, then gave an embarrassed shrug. “Damned if I’m not talking too much again.”

			“Not too much.” Sam took a few moments to gather the correct words before speaking again. “How long…sleeping?”

			“I don’t rightly know how long you’ve been out. I joined you two weeks past and you’ve been gone since then.”

			“Today?”

			“Today would be July the eighteenth.”

			Sam shook his head in amazement. He immediately regretted the action and winced. “Are Allies in…” His blasted thoughts seemed to move like a river thick with ice. “Berlin yet?”

			Gordy looked at the floor.

			“How far?” Damn his tongue. Was this to be his lot now? To have his words tangle inside his mouth so that he sounded more child than man?

			It was a few moments before Gordy replied. “We’re at a bloody standstill.”

			“Standstill?” No. It couldn’t be. They’d worked so long, so hard for this final push.

			“We gained about a mile, give or take.” Gordy stared out the window. “The official count from the first day of battle is sixteen thousand casualties, but I reckon it’ll be a lot higher than that when the dust settles. It was the worst day of the whole bloody war. The Eighty-eighth had had seven hundred and eighty men on July first. On July the second, we only had seventy-eight reporting for duty.”

			Sam could only sit there dumbly. How could it be that after all the artillery bombardment and the lives they’d laid down—that they were no closer to victory? Haig had assured them this would be the final drive.

			“Fritz doesn’t appear to be any closer to giving this up than we are.” Gordy’s head wobble looked like he was shaking his head in pity.

			“My men?” Sam asked, trying and failing to keep emotion from his voice.

			“Sorry, I don’t know the particulars of your unit. The Thirty-second, isn’t it?”

			Sam nodded and winced.

			Footsteps approached and the men fell silent.

			Miss Curtis pulled the chair out and settled in. A stray lock of auburn hair escaped her scarf, and she tucked it back inside in an almost furtive movement. She reached over to his small bedside table and retrieved the wicker basket.

			“Where in this mighty pile of correspondence should we begin?” she asked, placing the basket on her lap.

			Are there any letters from my battalion? From Corporal Moncur? he longed to inquire. Could you please let me know what’s happened to Ellis? To my lieutenants? My men?

			His useless, bruised mind couldn’t find a path to the words.

			“I’ve already read some of these to you, but you likely don’t remember,” she said. “You were deeply asleep.”

			Of course I remember, Bluebird, he wanted to say. Yours was the voice I heard when I was lost. You called me out of slumber. Instead, he blurted out “Evie.” He sounded more like a sheep than a man.

			“Yes, I read some letters from your sister, Evie. You do remember.” A kind of glow lit her face and her green eyes crinkled as she smiled at him. He nodded slightly in response, accepting the wave of nausea that accompanied his head movement.

			“There are several letters from Evelyn Dwight, I believe.” She sorted through a few missives on top of the pile and settled on a letter which bore his sister’s distinctive script. She tore the envelope and unfolded the letter.

			“‘My dear brother,” she began. “We still haven’t heard from you. I don’t like to complain, I really don’t, but I hope so much that you will write. It would ease Mum terribly.

			“‘How are you? Getting well? Coming home to join us soon? I hope so. We miss you. I think even Molly senses something has gone amiss. The past two days, she’s been sleeping in your old bed and Mum hasn’t even bothered to complain about all her shedding. It’s dear, but, I’ll be honest, it makes me miss you even more.

			“‘The farm is looking well. You needn’t worry about having to do anything once you get back to us. We weren’t able to do anything with the bottomland this year. The barley crop in the main fields has kept us busy enough. With school out for the summer, I’m able to put the McCarty boys to work. They’re almost old enough to enlist now, but I’m sure the war will be over before it comes to that.’”

			Sam swallowed. His throat felt swollen and filled with sand. As if reading his mind, Lily lowered the letter for a moment and lifted the glass to his lips. He gulped greedily.

			“‘Lady P was spotted again just yesterday. Mr. Fellows told Father that he’s seen her hanging about behind the tavern after hours. I asked Father if he would let me go to the tavern to try to find her myself, but he won’t have it. I suppose I shall just have to trust Mr. Bitters to watch for her. I hate to think what trouble she could get into around a crowd of drunks in the dead of night.’”

			Miss Curtis glanced up at him, looking a little grave. Her deep concern for the antics of the family pig was terribly touching. He stared at her, not unlike a farm animal himself. Then she blushed prettily and stared back down at the letter. She cleared her throat and continued reading.

			“‘We can’t wait to see you again, Sam. Please come home to us soon. Or write. With all my affection and hope for your speedy recovery. Your loving sister, Evie.’”

			Lily paused for a moment, then tucked the letter back into its envelope. “Perhaps if you’re feeling up to it this afternoon, Rose or I could take dictation to ease her mind.”

			“Thank you.” He waited a moment, as his mind wove an unsteady path through a jumble of words and thoughts. “My men?”

			She looked uneasy and cast a quick glance at the pile of mail in her lap.

			“The battle?” he asked stupidly. “Letter Moncur?”

			“I’m quite out of time here, I’m afraid.” She gave an apologetic smile and did not meet his eyes.

			“Battle letter.” He gestured at the basket like the helpless idiot he was. Concentrating as hard as he was able, he forced his tongue to say the word carefully. “Casualties?”

			She stood and placed his basket of letters on the table beside his bed. He’d have thought that he wasn’t making his intent clear, but the way she avoided his gaze told another tale.

			“Perhaps later I’ll have time to read a bit more.” Though he knew that she was likely only doing her job, not upsetting the patient, he felt frustrated by her avoidance.

			Just before she turned to leave she reached over to pat his arm. It should have felt patronizing, he knew, but her touch gave him such a warm comfort that he couldn’t find any will to resent her.

			She left his field of vision and he didn’t dare risk moving his head enough to see where she’d gone.

			The simple act of breakfasting and listening to a short letter had exhausted him. It seemed so strange to Sam that after so much sleep, his body thought it required more. He spent the remainder of the morning napping fitfully.

			Lunch had been much heartier fare, but it was fed to him by Miss Lewis, who Gordy referred to as Rosebud, though he hadn’t worked up to calling her that directly. Not yet, anyway.

			Sam slept away most of the afternoon. Whenever he was awake, Gordy did his best to keep Sam entertained by filling him in on the latest gossip floating around the ward. The current rumor was that Kaiser Wilhelm had died of food poisoning and a secret armistice had already been signed. Sam didn’t hold to hospital gossip any more than he’d believed in trench gossip, but since his ability to speak still seemed to be sleeping, he had little choice but to listen.

			The lieutenant was pleasant enough company, but Sam’s mind was on more serious matters. His men. The battle. Not knowing the truth felt like a cancer eating away at his peace of mind, not that his addled head had any room for company. His blasted headache was still an entrenched guest as well, and this time, it seemed to have brought luggage and barricaded itself in the spare room.

			When a bang sounded from the end of the ward, his headache shouted in response. Looking up, he saw the VAD brigade entering, pushing their meal carts. Miss Curtis brought up the rear. In one of Gordy’s many one-sided conversations, he’d told Sam that her name was Lily. The name suited her quiet grace and cheerful determination.

			Even if Miss Curtis read his mail to him after supper, Sam knew it would likely be a repeat of earlier. She’d carefully avoid those mails that might upset him. Probably doctor’s orders and all that rot.

			Sam suddenly got an idea.

			Just because she didn’t want to read upsetting mails to him didn’t mean he couldn’t read them himself.

			He scooted over to the edge of the bed, as far to the right as he could manage. Stretching his arm to full length, he reached toward the small wicker basket perched on his bedside table. His grasping fingertips trembled, but only fumbled with air. He was just shy of his goal. Just one more inch would be all he needed. His muscles protested as he stretched his arm just a little farther.

			He almost gave a shout of victory when his shaking fingers gripped the edge of the basket. For one frightening moment, his grasp slipped, but he squeezed his fingers tighter and flung the basket onto his chest, scattering mail across his covers.

			Sam glanced up to check on Gordy, but the lieutenant’s concentration was occupied with VADs for the moment. A nice bit of luck.

			Sam grabbed a handful of letters and quickly scanned the return addresses. The first three were from Evie, the next from his mother. He tucked those back into the basket. A small envelope near his elbow, however, was unopened. He grabbed it and turned it over. The return address read Corporal Peter Moncur.

			Yes. It was just what he’d been looking for. He tore the envelope open with quivering fingers.

			Captain Dwight:

			A fresh stiletto of pain sliced through his temple.

			From what we been told, you’re still alive, sir. Though you’re injured and sleeping deeply. I write in hopes that this letter finds you awake and feeling better. You was always a capital fellow and we thought nothing but the best of you, sir.

			As Sam focused on the words, they blurred on the page. As the letters swam from him, the tide of agony inside his mind rose.

			I knew you’d be wanting to know how we’re doing. Truth be told, and I know that’s how you’d have it, not particularly well. The shell that done you in took out three other fellows: Ellis, Hamilton and Goodrich. Four others was wounded. Don’t rightly know how they set things up at that hospital, but maybe you run into them there.

			Sam’s headache felt like a living thing, chewing the side of his head with a terrible hunger.

			Lieutenant March was promoted to captain once you left us. He’s not a bad sort at all. Our losses aren’t so bad as some. As for officers, Brown and Perry were lost. Madison and Lovell are missing. Sorry, Captain, but that’s the simple truth of it. For infantry we’ve lost forty-seven so far, with eighteen missing, presumed dead.

			The thing inside his mind kicked with a real fury now. His vision was ringed by a rosy-red edge.

			We wish you nothing but the best, sir. Your men remember you fondly and you must know that when we…

			The pain-beast that had been scampering about behind his eyes roared with a vengeance. A tidal wave of red quickly flooded his view. The hospital ward disappeared in a flood of agony. Jolts of pain spilled out, radiating down from his head to his limbs as he began to twitch and jerk against his cotton sheets.

			And Sam fell.

			Down and down and down.

			He landed with a thud. Even before he opened his eyes, he knew immediately where he was. The stench of earth and rot and the burning smell of cordite was unmistakable.

			No, it can’t be. No, no, no. I can’t be back in the trenches. The world doesn’t work like that. I’m in a hospital bed, miles behind the lines.

			Sam opened his eyes and his headache gave a shout. He’d landed on the side of a crater, near a tangle of blasted earth and barbed wire.

			“Angel?” a voice asked.

			Sam turned toward the sound of the speaker and saw a young infantryman just a few feet away. He lay halfway out of a shell hole. If the lad was a day past seventeen, Sam would have been surprised. His skin shone pale white and it was easy to see why. He had a huge wound running up his left thigh. Though makeshift bandages had been wrapped around his leg, he’d bled through. As Sam stepped toward him, he noticed the fellow was missing most of his left hand, which he cradled close to his chest.

			“You an angel?” the pale lad asked.

			Sam glanced down to see he was still dressed in his hospital blues. Relief surged through him.

			I’m not back at the front. They don’t let soldiers into battle wearing hospital garb. It’s a dream, you fool.

			“Not as lofty as that, I’m afraid. Just a captain.” Even though he had to be dreaming, he couldn’t simply ignore the boy. “A captain who can, at least in dreams, speak in complete sentences.”

			The soldier gave him a disoriented look. “Can you help me, sir? Don’t think I can get to an aid station myself.”

			“Of course, Private.” Even though fate seemed set on taking Sam out of action, he could at least make a difference in his dreams. A pathetic consolation, but a pleasant diversion from lying in a hospital bed, barking out single word sentences.

			The boy extended his good hand and Sam leaned down to clasp it.

			The moment their fingers touched, it was as though Sam had grasped a live electrical wire. Pain roared through his head like an engine and a strange electric heat danced down his arm, toward the boy. Sam jerked as his arm buzzed and he nearly released his grip.

			The private’s eyes widened in astonishment. He looked at the place where their hands connected, and his mouth dropped. Just at the exact point of connection, a white light had appeared. It was merely a spark at first, but growing larger and brighter by the second.

			Sam could no longer even see their hands. He tried to release his grip, to stop this unearthly frisson. He could not.

			“The pain, sir!” The lad stared down at the light, which had swallowed their hands whole.

			“What?” Could Sam’s excruciating headache be affecting the soldier somehow? Again, Sam wrenched his hand, trying again to let go of the private’s hand. The lad was having none of it and gripped tighter. A strange pulsing sensation began to beat and flutter at their point of contact.

			“The pain is gone. You are a bloody angel!”

			The light was now so bright that Sam could only see the soldier in silhouette. The electric throbbing rose and buzzed around Sam like a swarm of hornets.

			“Thank you, sir.” The boy called, but Sam could barely register the sound through the blinding tide of light. Electric jolts danced down his arm and through the boy’s fingertips—brightening Sam’s vision until all was white, healing light.

			And Sam knew no more.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			“Help!” Lily placed her arms across the captain’s torso, which jerked and bucked beneath her. She flailed around trying to secure him to his bed frame. “He’s having a seizure. Get a doctor or the matron. Help!”

			Rose dashed around her meal cart and to the other side of the captain’s bed. “Should I hold his head?” Rose shouted. “Oh, no. I mustn’t hold his head—it’s injured! What do I do?”

			“Find something to put in his mouth,” Lily shouted. She gripped the far edge of the bed frame, using her body as a kind of belt to keep his bucking body in place.

			Rose looked at her, dumbstruck and horrified. “Something?”

			“A wooden spoon, a bit of leather. Anything!” Lily cast a glance over her shoulder to see if the sisters or the matron had spotted the commotion yet. The ward was dotted with white VAD scarves and no other staff.

			The captain continued to twist under her. She gripped the frame tighter. Though she’d seen seizures, she’d never been the one in charge before. Her heart thundered in panic.

			When she looked at Sam’s face, the sight stopped her breath. His eyes had rolled back inside his head and she could only see the whites of them as his head bounced off the pillow. What this must be doing to his injury, she couldn’t imagine.

			Rose had pulled off her scarf and was attempting to push it inside the captain’s mouth.

			“Not that, Rose! He’ll choke.”

			The captain bucked again and Lily threw her full weight on top of him. Not that it would do much good. He was much larger than she and well muscled. Try as she might, she wouldn’t be able to secure him for much longer. His legs drummed out a frightening rhythm on the bed sheets as he continued to seize—his body moving closer to the edge of the bed despite her best efforts.

			Suddenly, his seizure stopped. Not with a fading out—but in an instant. The whites of his eyes disappeared and he turned his clear blue gaze on her, blinking in surprise.

			Captain Sam had returned.

			“I saved him.” He wore a look of astonishment. “I think I saved him.” He spoke with absolute clarity, sounding nothing like his earlier, faltering self.

			Then his eyes closed and he lost consciousness before Lily could respond.

			She climbed off him just as heavy, running footsteps announced that someone had at last managed to raise the matron. Dread replaced Lily’s terror.

			“Status, Miss Curtis,” the matron barked as she skidded to a stop beside the bed.

			“Captain Dwight had a seizure incident, ma’am,” Lily said, stepping back.

			The matron pushed in next to the bed and gave the captain a critical assessment. “It appears to be over.” She pulled his eyelid open and studied his pupil reaction. She waved her hand in front of his face, but he gave no response. The matron flared her nostrils and leaned over to check his pulse and respiration, all business.

			“He’ll likely be out for a while. Did you make a note of the duration of the event, Miss Curtis? And what activity might have preceded it?”

			Since Lily had only just climbed off the man, she hadn’t quite had the time for notating a thing, but she knew better than to point that out to the matron. “I don’t know what caused it, ma’am, but I’ll be certain to mark the event on his chart.”

			“Fine. And upgrade his condition to SI.”

			“SI.?” Rose asked, her voice just above a whisper.

			“Seriously Ill.” The matron shot Rose an impatient glance. “Miss Curtis, I’d like you to take down the vitals and notify Dr. Raye of this personally. In the meanwhile, I’ll send Sister Newell over with Phenobarbital.” She turned to rumble off through the ward.

			Rose began to reattach her scarf with tear-filled eyes. “Sorry, Lily. I wasn’t much help to you.”

			“You did your best, Rose. That’s all anyone can ask for.” Lily turned around. “Gordy, did you see what caused the seizure? Was Captain Dwight doing anything unusual?”

			“Might have been he was trying to get at his mail.” Gordy cast a look down. A wicker basket lay on its side and letters were strewn about the floor.

			“That very likely was exactly the cause. Thank you.” Lily shook her head for missing the obvious. She bent over and scooped up the letters. She returned them to the second shelf of the captain’s bedside table.

			She retrieved his chart from its hook at the foot of the bed, wrote a quick summary of the incident. She reached out and placed a hand on his forehead. His skin was cool and damp beneath her touch, his color paler than usual.

			Lily charted his pulse and respiration, then scribbled a quick note allowing for morphine. No, she wasn’t supposed to—not technically—but the poor man was going to have a world class headache when he woke.

			She hung his chart on the end of his bed frame and moved off through the ward.

			Lily stood in the cool back garden of the hospital. A breeze stirred through the yard and the elm leaves rustled pleasantly. She turned toward the faded red brick walls of New Bedlam and watched the VADs wheel the heavy carts of laundry through the back door.

			Since there was a blessed lull in action at the front, Matron Marshall decided it was an opportune time to teach the new arrivals how to launder the linens. She’d further decided that Lily should be the one to instruct them.

			New Bedlam was lucky to have such a large outdoor kitchen area. Many hospitals had to launder in the same kitchen where they prepared meals. After showing the girls how to start the wood fires, Lily gave them brief instructions regarding amounts of bleach and detergent to add, and how to rinse. She was careful not to give them too much supervision. She didn’t want to undermine their budding confidence in their ability to manage.

			With a bit of rare free time on her hands, she stopped by the officers’ ward. She wanted to check on a second lieutenant with a septic leg, and Captain Dwight had been on her mind all afternoon.

			The second lieutenant was sleeping, but his color looked a little better. When she glanced over to the corner of the room, she could see that the captain was wide awake. The ever-neighborly Gordy was telling him a story which required, apparently, the aggressive use of waving arm gestures. When Lily approached, her fellow Canadian greeted her with a wide grin.

			“Bluebird,” Gordy said, but quietly so that the sister across the ward couldn’t hear.

			Lily grinned and shook her head. “Lieutenant, you’re impossible.” Turning to look at the captain, she noticed his brows had a decidedly pinched look. “How are you feeling, Captain Dwight?”

			His face was very pale, and a sheen of perspiration coated his forehead. “Felt better.”

			“You know what happened this morning, don’t you?”

			“Seizure. Gordy told me.”

			She nodded. “Do you remember anything about what might have brought it on? It looks like you were trying to read your mail.”

			He nodded his head, ever so slightly. The pained look behind his eyes told her now might have not been the best time for questioning the poor man.

			She checked the large wall clock. “We can give you a little morphine, but it’ll make you sleepy and I’d really hate for you to miss supper. Do you think you could wait another hour?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			“How about we tend to your mail?” It would keep his mind off his pain, and would hopefully curb his urge to read it for himself.

			“Capital idea. Thank you.”

			Lily had to force a smile away from her lips. Though she read a lot of letters to a lot of men, the captain’s mails were memorable. They were charming little windows into his former country life. Lily looked forward to hearing about family life, and the increasingly scandalous behavior of Lady P.

			“How about another letter from your sister?” Lily asked.

			“Like to…write her.”

			“I’m afraid that might not be a very good idea just yet.”

			“Short letter?”

			“It’ll be quite difficult. Perhaps in a few days time if you continue to…”

			“Please,” he interrupted. He looked so painfully earnest that she had to look away. “Evie worries.”

			“Very well.” Lily reached down to the notepad and pen waiting beside his mail basket. “As long as it’s brief. And you’ll allow me to supply as many of the words as I’m able.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			She cast a quick glance to him. The shadow of a grin ghosted across his lips.

			“Captain Dwight, are you giving me cheek?”

			“No, sir.” His slight grin remained.

			“I fear that Gordy is becoming a terribly corrupting influence.” It was marvelous to see him trying to tease, despite the pain that shone through his eyes.

			“You write.” He lifted his palms up in a surrender motion. “If I wrote…sound like…telegram.”

			“Listen to you already improving, though. Eight words in that last bit. Before you know it, you’ll be quoting Shakespeare.”

			“Farmer’s Almanac. Prepare for an…early frost.” At that he gave a full on grin. His cheek had a very devastating dimple and she quickly glanced down at her notebook to steady herself.

			“Now, let’s get started. Dear…Evelyn or Evie?” she asked.

			“Evie.” He smiled. “Always Evie.” He looked up at the ceiling, collecting his thoughts. “Awake finally.”

			“I’m writing to tell you that I am finally awake,” Lily repeated.

			“Home soon.”

			“I’ve been assured by the doctor that I should be home as soon as I’ve stabilized.”

			“Thank you. Letters.”

			“Thank you so much for your letters, and thank Mum and Father too. It’s lovely to have a distraction and to hear how things are at home. Or should I say ‘farm’?”

			“Farm.” He paused, thinking for a moment. “Lady P. Don’t worry.”

			“I have followed the exploits of Lady P with much interest. I hope that you don’t worry too much for her safety and reputation.”

			“Reputation.” He laughed a little at that before continuing. “Help catch her…my return.”

			Lily snuck a glance up to see if he was joking, but his expression was quite earnest. “I shall assist catching her upon my return. Catch her? You would like me to write that?” As if an English lady was some sort of football or escapee?

			He confirmed with a nod, followed by a wince. “With love, Sam.”

			Lily signed his name. “I should add that it was dictated. Otherwise Evie will wonder why your handwriting has suddenly gone wrong.”

			“Gone right.” He smiled again and the dimple flashed. “I have…terrible handwriting.”

			She added a short note “as dictated to Lily Curtis, VAD” and slipped the letter into an envelope. After copying the address, she stood to leave, shaking out her skirts.

			“They’re set to start supper and I’ll be needed. I’ll get this to the post straightaway, Captain.”

			“Thank you,” he said, “Lily.”

			“You’re welcome, sir.” She added the last bit because she had to. To remind him of the distance they had to maintain between them. It wouldn’t do to allow herself to slip. Gordy was one thing—he first-named one and all. But there was something about Sam—Captain Dwight—that told her familiarity would be an entirely other matter.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The dream, or whatever it had been, lingered over the next few days. Sam kept turning it over in his mind, examining the thing from different angles. Something about it rattled him to the core. His time in the trenches troubled him because it seemed so very real. Somehow it felt more solid than his time in New Bedlam.

			Though he couldn’t quite dismiss the experience as a dream, neither could he attribute it to some kind of strange, otherworldly experience.

			Of course, he had to admit there was the very real possibility that he was simply going mad or that his brain injury had produced a delusion.

			As he puzzled over the incident in the days that followed, he took steady steps to wellness. Each day, the volume of his headaches decreased and his shaking limbs quaked with less vigor.

			Much to his relief, his speech returned. Once elusive words became easier for his mind to grasp and he was able to talk in complete sentences, more or less. Primarily, he had Gordy to thank for that. The Lieutenant kept up such a barrage of words that Sam had no choice but to process them all day long. In convalescence, Gordy had somehow turned language therapist.

			A commotion woke Sam just as the sun rose. Two orderlies were assembling beds as quickly—and loudly—as seemed humanly possible.

			The flurry of activity had all the earmarks of a fresh surge at the front. Sam felt a lump of dread rise in his chest. New Bedlam was already full to bursting and its staff seemed weary and taxed to the breaking point.

			He also couldn’t help but feel a wave of guilt—lying in a hospital bed, safe from harm, while his countrymen were still giving their all at the front.

			“You’re awake again, are you?” Gordy asked. “How’s your head today?”

			“Not bad,” Sam answered and it was mostly true. “Do you know where the wounded are from?” He tried not to play the big brother, but he remained attuned to where Baden was stationed, and listened carefully for any mention of Fricourt.

			“No idea,” Gordy replied. “By the look of it, they’re expecting another full ambulance train. Matron Marshall stopped by while you were sleeping. Said they’ll have a few captured Germans along. Said I might be needed for translating later.”

			“You speak German?” Sam had to admit that he was more than a little surprised. “Thought Canadians…spoke French.”

			“Mostly in Quebec.” Gordy shrugged. “And I’m from Nova Scotia, but my mum was born in Berlin. I was brought up with it. I reckon that’s a big reason why they keep me around instead of sending me back to Old Blighty. I can help out if a wounded Jerry makes it through the doors. One of the doctors speaks German, but it’s always good to have a few more translators about.”

			Their conversation was interrupted with breakfast borne by baby VADs—new arrivals who’d not been battle tested yet. By their pinched expressions, they were currently receiving a brutal education on the subject of war.

			Sam looked to his plate to see two muffins and a slice of ham. He rose to a sitting position carefully as the VAD adjusted the pillows behind his back. Though his head gave a kick of pain, his vision remained clear and his hands were steady. At least he’d improved to the point where he could feed himself. As Sam cautiously ate his breakfast he could feel Gordy casting wobbly glances his way.

			“Don’t think you’ll be doing any bed dancing today, then?” Gordy asked. “Gave Bluebird a right fright the other day, you did.”

			Sam took a bite of bread. “What did it look like…to you? When I had the seizure?”

			Gordy looked up to the ceiling in thought. “Was like you was being electrified, I suppose. Your body jerked all over—legs and arms moving about. Your head too. Had to keep you from falling on the floor, so Bluebird threw herself right across the top of you. Very clever of you, getting a pretty girl to hold you close, but you might want to be awake for it next time.” He waited a moment before adding, “Were you? Awake? Do you remember anything of it?”

			Sam shook his head carefully. “I remember nothing of…what happened here at the hospital.” He knew it was an odd answer, but what else could he say?

			He looked out through the barred windows on the far side of the room. He sighed and felt like a fool. Again, he turned the event over in his mind. Perhaps he was experiencing a form of shell shock. Gordy had his head wobble and Sam had his visions of the trenches.

			He lay back in bed and considered the possibilities as the beginnings of a headache danced around the edges of his mind. Perhaps if he could ask Lily—Miss Curtis—a few questions about his condition, he could sort out the truth of it. Trouble was, he hadn’t seen her in days. What with the steady stream of ambulance trains, she’d been needed at the station in town. At least that was the word from Gordy.

			Blighted war.

			He rolled to his side, hoping to catch a little sleep, and his headache rolled along with him, complaining all the way.

			Shortly after lunch, Gordy decided to regale Sam with tales of fishing in Newfoundland.

			“Now your Atlantic Salmon is a whole other kettle of fish from your Pacific Salmon. The Atlantic Salmon is what the Pacific wishes he could be if he ever grew a pair of nibber-nabbers.”

			“Is that right?” Sam asked. As far as entertaining neighbors, a fellow would be hard pressed to do better than Gordy Robbins.

			“Too right it is! You’re never seen a fiercer fighter. And teeth like you’d not believe. Back home we call them river sharks.”

			“Do you now?” Sam didn’t even attempt to keep the disbelief from his voice.

			“I caught this one salmon, almost as tall as me. A right bastard he was and when I first hooked him…” He stopped mid-sentence, an expression of wonder on his face as he stared at the door. Sam followed his gaze.

			A dozen or so women had entered the ward, local French townspeople by their dress. A particularly beautiful young woman headed right for them. She wore a bright red frock that was extremely low-cut. Her plump breasts nearly bounced out of the bodice as she walked.

			“I’ll be damned,” muttered Gordy.

			“Indeed,” Sam agreed.

			“Attention,” a voice called from the doorway. The matron. “With the influx of wounded, we’ve been rather short-staffed. Several kind women from the village have volunteered to help for the afternoon. They’ll be taking you to the back garden for the morning. Those of you who are ambulatory, if you could please assist with those lesser-abled.”

			“Bonjour.” The lovely brunette with the never-ending cleavage stopped in front of them. She flashed Sam and Gordy a winning smile.

			“Bonjour,” Gordy replied, pronouncing it ‘ban-jar.’ The pretty French miss’s smile slipped a bit.

			“Comment allez-vous?” Sam asked.

			The girl laughed prettily. “Bien, et vous?”

			“Bien, merci,” Sam replied. At least his battered mind had allowed his French to remain not much worse than his English, though at present, that wasn’t saying much.

			“Bloody show off,” Gordy muttered.

			An older woman pushed a wheelchair up to Gordy’s bed. She asked Gordy a question, but so rapidly and with such heavily accented French that Sam couldn’t understand her. Gordy gave Sam a look of help me but Sam could only shrug. “I think she wants to know if you need a wheelchair.”

			“Ah, no wheelchair for me. I’m boko strong. Manly.” Gordy swung his leg cast around and tried to stand.

			“Lieutenant Robbins.” The matron called from across the room. “You will be so good as to use a wheelchair, won’t you?” It was more statement than question and Gordy remained sitting on the edge of his bed, head wobbling in defeat.

			“Translate that for me, will you, Sam? Tell that French miss that I’m a virile specimen of manhood. Make her compree.”

			“I can’t help you, Gordy. I don’t believe there are…French words strong enough to describe your raw masculinity.”

			Gordy gave a defeated groan when the elder of the two women assisted him into a wheelchair. The buxom brunette pulled a wheelchair up to Sam’s bedside.

			“I suppose it would be useless to protest,” Sam said as he seated himself in the chair.

			“You get the girl, and I get her mother,” Gordy grumbled, as he was wheeled off through the ward, just ahead of Sam. “God hates me.”

			The women pushed the men through kitchen. The room was mostly abandoned, save for a few dishwashers wrestling with pots in the large rear sinks. Sun streamed through the east window and Sam’s head sounded a shout of pain as the sunlight stabbed into his eyes.

			The French girl pushing his wheelchair leaned down to say something to Sam. Her breasts pressed against Sam’s neck and he heard Gordy let out a groan. The girl said it was a lovely day outside and something vague about sunshine. Sam’s French lessons were too long ago to be much help and his freshly energized headache was not helping his language skills.

			Gordy twisted around in his chair and shot Sam a particularly forlorn look. “What did she say?”

			“She told me that she’s been saving herself a man who battles with…river sharks. I only wish I could help her, somehow.”

			“Bloody Englishmen,” Gordy said, as he passed under the threshold and out into the yard.

			A buzz of pain in Sam’s head rose as he went through the door and into the yard, but it felt so refreshing to be outside again, after so long. Like all those late-July mornings back on the farm, with Baden and Father—checking on the sheep as the sun shone down. He lifted his face to the sky and…it happened in an instant.

			Where before he’d felt an electric tingling down his arms and legs as the pain rose in his head—this time it came all at once. A terrible electric jolt seared his head and limbs, jolting him up, feeling as though it was lifting him out of the chair and then—a flood of crimson.

			The first thing he felt was the sun-warmed dirt beneath his body. His head screaming in pain, he rolled on his back to try to climb back into his chair. The chair was gone, along with the backyard and New Bedlam.

			He’d landed in a shell hole. He glanced around to see the ground was pitted, like an immense Gruyere cheese. The few scattered trees were branchless, their trunks blasted and dead. He was smack in the middle of that hellish landscape between opposing trenches—No Man’s Land.

			God. It was happening again. Was he going mad?

			The air was perfectly still. No boom of artillery, or machine gun rattling. Peaceful, almost, if he could imagine such a thing in this place. Perhaps that was evidence enough that he was dreaming.

			Though the air was filled with the stench of death and mud, another odor lingered just beneath. It was the hint of new mown hay. Phosgene gas was supposed to smell like that.

			The pain in his head roared again and he fell back against the rim of the hole.

			You weren’t supposed to feel pain in dreams, were you?

			Sam crouched. Even it if was only a dream, he wasn’t about to poke his head up and provide a target.

			“Oi! Over ‘ere, fella.”

			As he pivoted his head toward the man’s voice, his headache howled. A grime-covered infantryman lay twenty feet away, behind some sandbags, in the remains of a trench. He gave Sam a frantic come-here motion.

			Sam crawled toward the man. Once he reached the edge of the trench, he let his body fall into it, rolling down the embankment, holding back a scream of pain. His head was roaring now. Even his arms and legs sang with a strange electric agony.

			“Stagged right up to our eyebrows, we are.” The soldier spoke in a thick Cornish accent. “Got trapped back here on the last fall back.”

			Sam simply lay in the dirt, too spent to move.

			“What’s happened to you, then? You don’t look right.”

			“Fine,” Sam ground out.

			“You ‘avin’ a good long stank, then? You’re dressed right queerly,” the Cornishman said.

			Curious, Sam glanced down. As in the other dream, he was still wearing his hospital blues, though they were now streaked with mud. Before he could reply, a sound captured his attention. A strange, gurgling noise coming from behind the infantryman.

			Another soldier lay on the trench floor. The poor devil’s face was covered in lesions and his eyes had swollen shut, surrounded by raw, red skin. His lips were puffy and bleeding, small rivulets leading down his saliva-soaked chin. All the signs of phosgene.

			“Please,” the soldier gasped, as the gas went about its cruel work. He reached for Sam.

			“I can’t help you. I don’t know…” Sam trailed off.

			Despite the locomotive of pain steaming through his head, Sam crawled along the trench bottom toward the boy’s outstretched fingers. The cold mud oozed through the thin cloth covering his legs.

			Sam had to try it again, delusion or not. Though his body was smashed up and useless in a hospital bed behind the lines, at least here—in this place—he could make a difference.

			Sam grasped the man’s fingers. The instant their fingertips touched, Sam felt a sense of peace, of power. A beam of light shone from their hands, growing brighter by the second. Sam jumped back, but did not break the connection. A jolt of electricity shot from Sam’s hands into the boy.

			The pain flowed out of Sam’s head as the white light grew to blind him from his surroundings. And as the light blossomed, it erased everything save one thought.

			This is real.

			No Man’s Land and the boy faded into nothingness, followed by, mercifully, Sam’s consciousness.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Lily grabbed a muffin and settled down on the long wooden bench at the crowded kitchen table. She struggled to keep her eyelids open. When she lifted the muffin to her mouth, her arm ached. Between the spending half the night unloading wounded from train cars and trying to help the new VADs, she felt physically and emotionally spent.

			Sorting out the injured at the train station had been the worst of it. Triage was Lily’s most hated duty and though she tried to block the thoughts from her mind, they persisted in sneaking across the border. When Lily scribbled a triage number on a card, it meant the difference between life and death to her patient. With so many men in desperate need of attention and limited ability to tend to all of them, it was up to her split-second analysis to determine who would be seen first. A heartbreaking task.

			She’d joined the war to save lives, not to play at God. Humans weren’t meant for such a cruel occupation.

			She glanced up from her breakfast to see a deflated Rose grab a muffin and make her way toward the table. Lily was disappointed but not surprised to find that the shadows beneath the girl’s eyes were even deeper. Lily scooted over to create a space for her roommate.

			Rose settled in beside her and took a tiny nibble of her muffin. A wilted English rose at best. The poor girl was getting a baptism by fire now, for certain. Though Rose’s general ability on the ward had improved, yesterday she’d flown apart when faced with some particularly nasty injuries. Upon seeing her first septic leg, the girl vomited all over Sister Newell’s shoes.

			“Chin up, Rose.” Lily reached out and squeezed the girl’s hand.

			Rose gave her a weak smile. “At this rate, they’ll never trust me with train duty.”

			“Give it time,” Lily said. “Besides, word is we won’t be receiving any more trains for some time. We need a few days to clear the wards to Blighty.”

			“Oh good,” Rose said. “It’ll be nice to have you around New Bedlam today. I know I’m not the only one who’s missed you these past few days.”

			Lily laughed. “Please. You can’t mean Gordy Robbins.”

			“I don’t mean him at all.” Rose smiled, and the motion seemed to take some of the shadows from beneath her eyes. “I mean Captain Dwight.”

			“Why, that’s just…silly.” Lily swallowed. The muffin stuck in her throat. “But I have to ask, why would you think that?”

			Rose’s smile didn’t fade. “Because despite how much he appears to look forward to his mail, he declines to have anyone but you read it to him.”

			“Oh, that.” Lily could feel heat rising in her cheeks. “Perhaps he just likes the way I read.”

			Rose laughed. “Oh yes, Lily. That’s it entirely. Your reading skills, and only your reading skills, have ensnared him.”

			Lily stood and dusted the crumbs from her skirt. “We should go before the matron comes in and accuses us of lounging about.”

			Rose reached out to squeeze Lily’s hand. “He seems like a wonderful sort, you know. I’d rather be thrilled if a dashing captain held out for my mail reading abilities.”

			They made their way to the rear of the room just as the breakfast carts were being loaded up. After such frantic days at the station, doing something as mundane as serving a breakfast seemed like a gift.

			Lily grabbed a cart and wheeled it next to the serving table. Before she began loading it, however, Matron Marshall clumped into the room and headed directly toward her.

			“Miss Curtis,” the matron said, “you’re to let the less experienced girls handle meals. Dr. Raye has specifically requested your assistance on rounds.” Her voice was thick with disapproval. “Wait outside his office, if you please.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Lily walked through the back hall toward the surgical rooms. Though she was slightly disappointed to be called away from breakfast duty, it was always a pleasure to work with Dr. Raye. He was unique in being the one person at New Bedlam who viewed Lily as an actual nurse, much to the matron’s discomfort.

			Even better, at least to Lily’s point-of-view, the doctor had a very educated approach regarding medical practices. He even agreed with Lily regarding the more modern practice of blood typing, even though he was English. Lily had discovered that American and Canadian medical staff disagreed with the French and English most profoundly when it came to blood transfusions. Her European counterparts looked at transfusions as a course of last resort, whereas the North Americans embraced newer techniques. Since Lily was working in an English-run hospital, however, her opinions on such matters were thoroughly ignored by all except the very forward thinking Dr. Raye.

			Lily reached the doctor’s office and knocked on the door.

			“Please come in,” Dr. Raye said.

			She entered his small and extremely cluttered office to find the doctor sorting through a jumble of files. He was a big man with a wide, sun-tanned face. He reminded her of the loggers back home, more fit for a life in the wild than inside a surgical ward. Perhaps that was why she felt such fondness for him—she and he were both square pegs trying to fit into round holes.

			“Good morning, sir,” she said.

			“Miss Curtis. Thank you for joining me.” Though usually quick to smile, the doctor looked more somber than usual, and extremely weary. His salt and pepper hair was especially unruly and he was badly in need of a shave. He cleared his throat, a nervous habit of his. “It’s been a rough couple of days. How’re you holding up?”

			“I’m fine, sir. Hard work is what I came here for.”

			Dr. Raye nodded at her. “That’s the spirit.” He wrote a few quick notes, then collected his stack of papers and attached them to his clipboard. “I should expect things will settle down any time now. A few days of this and neither side will have the temerity to push for much longer.”

			He stood and left the office, with Lily following behind.

			By the time they arrived in the officers’ ward, the VADs were just beginning their breakfast rounds. Though the ward was never as boisterous as the enlisted wards, it felt especially quiet this morning, like a fidgety child holding still for a church sermon. The regulars were attuned to the cycles of New Bedlam and tended to settle into a more silent mode when the freshly wounded joined their ranks.

			The doctor stopped by the beds of the newer patients first. Most of them had amputated limbs, likely performed in haste at a casualty clearing station. Many suffered the additional injury of the recent gas attacks at Deville Wood. Though most had been hit with mustard gas, a few were suffering from the effects of phosgene, an especially cruel invention. Between seeping eyes, lung injuries and the terrible skin blisters, examination took much longer than for the more established patients. The new arrivals were so doped from morphine, they were scarcely aware of the doctor’s presence, or their own.

			Lily trailed behind Dr. Raye, gripping a clipboard and taking notes regarding alterations to treatment or medication. On most of the charts, she noted “Cleared for England.” As soon as a bed was available, the man would be loaded on a hospital ship to finish recovering at a hospital back home. Not that any of them would ever fully recover. She’d seen thousands missing limbs or horribly disfigured, but the visible injuries were only the more obvious wounds. After years of living in ditches, watching so many of their comrades fall, how could a man remain unscarred?

			She shook her head to clear her mind. She’d have time for contemplation later. For now, she focused on the new patients as she followed Dr. Raye through the ward.

			When they made their way toward the rear of the ward and their regulars, Gordy greeted them with a grin.

			“Lovely to see you!” Gordy wrestled with his cast and managed to sit up in bed, giving Lily a very enthusiastic wave. Likely in deference to the doctor’s presence, he’d left off calling her “Bluebird,” which was a relief.

			“Good morning,” Lily replied.

			“Still staying off your foot, Lieutenant Robbins?”

			“As ordered, sir,” Gordy said with a saucy salute.

			The doctor chuckled. Gordy had an inappropriate charm that captured everyone. Well, everyone but the impenetrable matron. Lily’s smile faded at the thought of her.

			“The captain’s the one who can’t stay where he’s supposed to. Had another seizure yesterday. Did you hear?”

			Lily swallowed. Her throat felt as if a stone sat in the center of it. Not the Captain. After seeing such a tidal wave of misery the past few days, she’d missed the Farmer-Captain and his quiet charm. She cast a quick glance at him. Though he was deeply asleep, his face looked haggard and pinched, his color far too pale.

			Dr. Raye cleared his throat and grabbed the captain’s chart. He studied it with interest, making a little humming noise as he scanned the page. He looked at Gordy. “It was more prolonged than the last one. Has he woken since the incident, Lieutenant?”

			“Not a peep from him, sir.”

			“I see.” The doctor reached down to check the captain’s pulse. “Were you nearby when it occurred?”

			“I was. Happened in a flash. As soon as they wheeled him into the back garden, he was out of his chair and laying in the dirt—his whole body jerking.”

			Dr. Raye frowned and looked back to the chart. “It’s noted here that it lasted for three minutes. Would you say that’s about right?”

			“Maybe. Though it seemed an awfully lot longer when you were watching it.” Gordy thought for a moment, then looked up to the doctor again. “The French ladies did a right proper job of trying to take care of him though. One of them put a scarf under his head so he wouldn’t hurt himself and another fetched Sister Newell.”

			“Good to hear, Lieutenant.” After the doctor wrote a few notes on the chart, he cleared his throat again. “How is his temperature, Miss Curtis?”

			A fever was one of the first signs of meningitis, always a risk when the brain was injured or following a seizure. The fragile tissues surrounding the brain would swell and once symptoms began to show, they usually lost the patient. New Bedlam had recorded the vast majority of their head injuries to meningitis.

			She slipped a thermometer into his mouth and carefully maneuvered it beneath his tongue, but he didn’t wake. After waiting a few moments, she removed it.

			“Ninety-eight point seven, Doctor.”

			She unbuttoned the top of his hospital blues to check for splotching. Though still well muscled, he was a lot leaner than he’d been the night he’d been brought in to the hospital. His wide chest was covered with a sprinkling of black hair, but bore no signs of the red or bruised marks.

			“He seems to be in the clear,” she said as she rebuttoned his top.

			“Are you very familiar with this patient, Miss Curtis?” The doctor continued to scribble down notes. “Would you say he seems mentally fit?”

			“Yes, Dr. Raye. Positive and quite responsive.”

			“His propensity to seize is alarming.” Dr. Raye said. “For now, I’d like to keep the captain away from anything that could possibly trigger another incident. Is he on the SI list?”

			Lily nodded her confirmation.

			“Please note on his chart that he’s to be kept away from sunlight, loud noises—anything that has been known to induce seizure behavior. Undue stress is another cause and he needs to avoid it as well—as much as possible in wartime.”

			“Certainly, Doctor. Perhaps if you could…” Lily trailed off awkwardly.

			“Speak to the matron myself?” The doctor gave her a kind smile.

			Lily nodded. There was no point hiding it. “The matron is a big proponent of keeping the patients up and active—as you know.”

			“I’ll have a word with her. In the meantime, keep a special eye to this one, Miss Curtis. If he’s not alert and speaking by tomorrow morning, please let me know.”

			“Of course.” Lily felt a wave of relief wash over her. It was followed quickly by a much smaller wave of guilt for having such a response. Captain Dwight was a patient, just like any other. And she refused to feel anything other than…

			“Miss Curtis?” Dr. Raye’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

			“Sorry, sir. You were saying?”

			“I asked if you’d make a note to increase the Captain’s Phenobarbital to thrice daily.”

			“Certainly.” She scribbled a notation on his chart, but not before noticing the slight smirk that played around Gordy’s lips.

			Dr. Raye moved across the aisle. Lily hung the Captain’s chart at the foot of his bed before she followed.

			After they finished the room, they started working through the remaining wards. The enlisted wards were each a little larger than the officers’ ward. Three doctors on staff meant that each doctor would see about three hundred patients on their rounds, though since Dr. MacGuire was off duty, Lily and Dr. Raye would see close to four hundred. Most doctors had no choice but to rush through their patients, but Dr. Raye always took his time.

			When rounds were nearly finished, the doctor discovered a private with a gangrenous foot.

			“It’s best to operate now,” he told the scared soldier. “Unfortunately, I’ll have to leave you to finish the rounds on your own, Miss Curtis.”

			Lily blinked at him. He couldn’t be serious. Dr. Raye trusted her with rounds? Only nursing sisters ever did rounds by themselves, and that was under extreme circumstances.

			“There’s only half a dozen patients left. You’ll do fine. I’ve been watching you. Just take your usual detailed notes and leave them on my desk.”

			Dr. Raye motioned for an orderly and they loaded the soldier into a wheelchair, headed to one of the operating rooms.

			Lily swallowed and, hoping she looked more competent than she felt, continued along the row of wounded men. She only hoped she could finish rounds before the matron came into the room. If she saw Lily engaged in such a task, it might just kill the poor woman.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			When Sam woke, his head was in a hurricane of pain. It sang and whistled around him furiously. He dared a peek, just a sliver, but the light sliced into him, and he closed his eyes.

			After a few moments, he gathered himself enough to attempt to sit up. His legs were uncooperative and jellylike. His arms too felt strangely detached and trembled when he tried to move them.

			He’d last been where? The garden. The French girl in the red dress had been wheeling him into the back yard. He’d been joking with Gordy and had just looked up into the sky when something had happened—the seizure, or vision, or whatever the damned thing was. It had picked him up and thrown him into a shell hole in No Man’s Land—more than two dozen miles away.

			He moved his protesting arm to rub his forehead with shaking fingers, a lame attempt to banish the screaming pain inside his mind. If he had a few moments to collect himself, to think, apart from this damned headache, he might be able to sort out this peculiar business.

			He hadn’t actually gone to a trench. He couldn’t have. And yet, it felt so real. Realer than his existence trapped in the hospital bed. But that was impossible. It went against all sense.

			This time, his vision had been more solid, less dreamlike. And this time, the soldier hadn’t been alone. Another man had conversed with him. If only there was a way to find the two men from in the trench. To confirm that they’d seen Sam as clearly as Sam had seen the pair of them.

			He flexed his hand, remembering that moment of frisson, of pure white healing light, when he’d touched the wounded man’s fingers. The memory of healing the soldier burned around the edges of Sam’s headache. Such a powerful thing had to be real. No matter if it didn’t make sense, no matter if Sam could find witnesses to the deed. Dreams didn’t feel like that.

			And if what he thought was happening was really happening, it would mean, well, everything. It would mean he had a chance to make a real difference in the middle of this never-ending war. That he could save lives.

			He had to smile at the thought. That he, Sam Dwight, farmer and sometimes captain, had been transformed from bedridden base rat into some kind of healing angel. It was ridiculous. Impossible. Why would he of all people be given such a power?

			And yet, what other explanation was there?

			If only he could somehow confirm his otherworldly trench visits. If only he had some way to find the men he’d helped to save. He hadn’t thought to ask either soldier for a name and only had the vaguest idea of where he’d been in that vast, tangled wasteland.

			It became evident to him in an instant. He’d have to test it again. It would be the only way to know for sure. Set up another seizure, this time retaining the name of the men in the trench. In the meantime, he couldn’t dare tell anyone. They’d think him mad. Hell, he nearly thought himself mad. But the only way he’d know for certain was to venture another trip to the trenches, even if the thought of enduring another seizure filled him with dread.

			When he opened his eyes this time, he moved cautiously. As he squinted a glance around the room, his headache clawed against his skull in protest.

			Several of the VADs were busy in the ward—reading letters to men, rebandaging wounds. Heavy losses at the front echoed down the line to mean longer waits for the hospital ship back to Blighty.

			Lily Curtis sat beside a patient several aisles over, reading a letter to one of the new arrivals. Though he could only see her in profile, her weariness was evident. There were dark shadows beneath her green eyes that he hadn’t noticed before. When she glanced his way, she held his gaze for a long moment. A small worry line appeared between her eyes and he forced a smile in an effort to ease her. She tucked a stray strand of auburn hair behind her ear and continued with the letter.

			Seeing her face, even pinched and worried, was a terrific balm to him. He closed his eyes, relieved, and rested for a few moments. When footsteps approached his bed, he knew they belonged to Lily. He opened his eyes to see her standing at his bedside.

			“How are you feeling?” Though a typical question, she asked it with refreshing genuineness.

			“Headache.” His voice was a harsh croak.

			“That’s to be expected. Is this the first time you’ve woken since your seizure?”

			“Yes.”

			She stepped back to the medicine cabinet for a few moments and returned with a small metal cup. The clear liquid inside smelled slightly sulphuric, but he swallowed it without complaint.

			“That should take the edge off your pain very quickly. Tell me, how do your joints feel? Dr. Raye said they might hurt as well.”

			“They do, as a matter of fact,” he replied. He lifted his arm and it trembled rather violently. “How long have I been asleep?”

			She glanced up at the wall clock. “Almost twenty-four hours. This seizure lasted longer than the other one, so it’s to be expected that your recovery time will take a bit as well.”

			Of course it had taken longer. The first time, he’d found a soldier to heal right away. This time he’d had a conversation and crawled around for a while before he could heal the boy. Crawled through the mud. His hospital blues had been streaked with muck.

			He pulled back his covers to check his shirt. Bright blue and clean. Of course. They’d have changed him before putting him back to bed. If he had any dirt on his hospital blues, they’d have attributed to his fall in the garden.

			The bitter liquid she’d given him appeared to be kicking in. The howling pain in his head quieted down a bit, just as his vision began to blur slightly. His face felt strangely rubbery and he reached up touch the tip of his nose.

			“The morphine is beginning to work, I see,” she said.

			He grinned at her stupidly.

			“Since you haven’t eaten since yesterday, I’ll scare something up for you in the kitchen. I’ll be right back.” She turned to leave.

			“Wonderful,” he replied, as the opiates flooded his head, comfortably filling up the place where all that pain had dwelt.

			When she returned, she bore a tray with bread and some cold chicken. “We’re between meals, so it’s not much.”

			Truth be told, the sight of the cold white meat made his stomach flop, but he couldn’t let her efforts go to waste. Fighting nausea, he lifted his hand to take the bread. His fingers trembled so violently he gave it up for a lost cause. She placed the bread to his lips and he took a bite.

			Left to his own devices, he’d be forced to put his face in his plate and dine in the fashion of his sister’s pig. It was disheartening to have gotten so much better only to find himself back in this weakened condition.

			“The Phenobarbital should make a big difference in your seizures. It just takes a while to take effect.”

			Since he had a mouth full of bread, he could only nod a response. His headache sloshed a weak warning.

			“We also need help from you. These seizures are putting your brain in distress and we’ll need you to limit your activities quite severely until you’re stabilized.”

			Not having a seizure might make perfect medical sense, but it was the last thing Sam wanted. “What sort of limits?” he asked quickly before she gave him a forkful of chicken.

			“Since you seem to be triggered by optical stress, you’ll need to limit pretty much anything to do with your eyes. Going outside, reading—that sort of thing.”

			“I see,” he said. Well, if his eyes were the trigger, a seizure should be an easy enough thing to induce.

			“Once you’re stabilized, sunlight and reading won’t be a problem.” She lifted another forkful to his lips.

			He chewed carefully. The medication made his tongue feel strangely thick and he had to concentrate on not chewing it along with the chicken.

			Though his appetite hadn’t picked up, the dose of morphine had packed his headache into a box and put it on the back shelf.

			After he’d forced himself to finish the meal, she pushed the tray aside. “Is there anything else you need? Perhaps I could read some of your mail to you.”

			“Yes, thank you. But before you get to that, I’ve a question.”

			She tilted her head toward him. “Yes?”

			“I was wondering about recent admissions, actually. I was looking for a friend of mine. A victim of the recent gas attack.”

			“I can check if you like. What’s his name?”

			“I don’t believe, that is to say…” He floundered about like an idiot. “I’m afraid I don’t know. He’s Cornish, if that helps.”

			She gave her nurse smile. He liked her other smile, her Lily-smile, so much better. “Don’t worry. It’s to be expected with a head injury. You’ll come around in time.”

			“Phosgene,” he said. “I think it was phosgene gas.”

			She gave him a curious glance, opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it again. “We’ve had dozens of gas attack victims, but very few phosgene patients. I’ll check the registry if you like. See if we have anyone from a regiment from Cornwall.” She reached toward his mail basket. “Now, how about we get on with reading your mail?”

			“That would be lovely, Lily.”

			She blushed prettily. “You really shouldn’t call me that.”

			“Lovely Lily.” Sam bit his bottom lip, but he knew it was a bit late for that. “I hadn’t intended to say it aloud, if that makes any difference.”

			She pursed her lips as she sorted through his few letters, but he could see the hint of a smile trying to escape. It struck him that the pair of them could be any couple, anywhere in the world. Just a man striking up a conversation with a pretty, blushing girl. No head injury, no war, no death and dying all around them. No otherworldly visits to the trenches. Just Lily reading to Sam, trying to hide her secret smile.

			“There’s a letter from Baden Dwight at the top. Shall we start with that?” she asked, flickering a quick glance to him with her impossibly green eyes.

			“They’re quite remarkable,” he said.

			“What is?” She blinked at him.

			“Your eyes. I’ve been deciding on the precise color and I’ve finally come up with it. They are the exact shade of barley sprouts in the Spring.” Perfect. Compare her loveliness to things on his farm. Next thing he knew, he’d be telling her that her hair was softer than Molly the sheepdog.

			She bit her bottom lip and looked away. “You’re quite unlike yourself, Captain. Perhaps the morphine is loosening your tongue today.”

			“Truly? I thought it was my farmer’s charm and not the morphine at all. I’m far more comfortable pitching hay than pitching woo and I…” He stopped mid-sentence and looked to her, feeling a fool. “That was aloud as well, wasn’t it?”

			The pretty blush she already wore darkened by a shade and she exhaled in a shaky whoosh. “How about I get to reading your mail?” She tore open Bad’s letter and pulled out a sheet of paper. It was filled with his brother’s familiar, sloppy script. Before she got much beyond his salutation—which had been, unfortunately, “Dear Old Man”—a stress-filled female voice called to her from a few beds away.

			“Miss Curtis? If you could take a look, please?” A nameless VAD had been in the middle of rebandaging a leg wound and was currently standing awkwardly in the aisle, her skin a distinctly green hue.

			“I need to help Miss Frederick. So sorry, Captain. Mail will have to wait, I’m afraid.” Lily tucked the letter back in the basket and picked up his lunch tray. “Don’t forget—no stress and stay out of the sunlight. We want you well as soon as possible.”

			He tried to salute her and accidently poked himself in the eye. Damned uncooperative hands. “Yes, Major Lily.”

			She gave him a shhh look and he was rewarded with another lovely blush before she scurried off to help her compatriot.

			Dear God but the morphine had loosened his tongue to a shocking degree. Perhaps, with a little luck, he’d not remember it. And with a whole lot of luck, she’d forget as well. It wouldn’t be too much to hope that one of the properties of morphine was forgetfulness. As he drifted off to sleep on an opiate cloud, he wondered idly if the drug might even have the power to transport him back to the trenches.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Rose looked over her supply laden cart, abject terror in her eyes.

			“You’ll do fine,” Lily reassured for the umpteenth time. “It’s just a blanket bath. It’ll be exactly the same as when you practiced on me.” Surely Lily’s hour and a half rehearsal with Rose must have eased her mind somewhat.

			“It’s not exactly the same,” Rose said, blinking down at the row of neatly folded washcloths before her.

			“Mostly the same.” Lily smiled. “All except for that crucial…oh let’s say two percent of exterior plumbing,”

			Rose blinked.

			“Okay, maybe four percent. Depending.” Lily nudged Rose, hoping for a grin. Rose released a trembling sigh instead.

			“Come along, Rose. Bathing men is just like taking off a bandage.”

			“A frightening surprise beneath?” Rose looked over in horror.

			“No. It’s best to tackle the task quickly and without a lot of forethought.” Lily poured hot water into the metal basin atop her cart, then did the same to the dish on Rose’s cart. She pushed her cart through the ward door with confidence, resisting the urge to look over her shoulder to see if Rose followed.

			Hoping that a familiar face might put Rose at ease, Lily steered her cart to her favorite corner of the room, toward Gordy and Sam. She’d not had a chance to converse with Sam since his morphine-fueled flirtations the previous day. She was more than a little curious about how he’d respond to her with a clearer mind, though she had to admit she felt a strange mixture of dread and excitement. He had a way to muddle up her head like no one else.

			He’d been so charming, so sweet in his confession of attraction, but Lily knew that a drug-addled mind was likely to say any number of foolish things. Still, the charming captain had never been anything but sincere with her. And every night as she’d drifted off to sleep, she played their conversation over and over again in her mind.

			It wouldn’t do to bathe him herself, however. He’d likely remember every word he’d said and would be far too embarrassed by such intimate contact with her so soon. Better to have Rose tend to the captain while Lily bathed sweet, chatty Gordy.

			Just as they pulled up to their patients, however, Rose stopped her.

			“Lily, you mustn’t make me bathe Captain Dwight.” Rose gave Lily a desperate look.

			“Why ever not, Rose?” Lily asked. She was trying to be patient with her, but the wilting flower was becoming a bit of a trial. “I assure you, he’s a gentleman.”

			“Oh, that’s not it.” Rose shook her head. “It’s with his, you know, his seizures. Can’t I bathe the other one? The lieutenant? I’d feel so much better if I didn’t have to fret that my patient might pitch a fit in the middle of the bath.”

			Lily sighed. She supposed her roommate had a legitimate point. Even if bathing Sam put her in a somewhat awkward position, it wouldn’t be fair to put any more stress on Rose. The poor thing was already strung as tight as a barbed wire fence.

			“Fine,” Lily capitulated. She briskly moved her cart beside the captain’s bed while Rose wheeled hers next to Gordy.

			“Good morning, Bluebird.” Gordy’s voice sounded so formal that Lily scarcely recognized him. “We’re getting blanket baths, are we?”

			“That you are,” Lily said with much forced cheer.

			“Blanket bath?” Sam asked. “You wash our…linens?”

			Lily shook her head. First Rose and now Sam. Modesty was running amok at New Bedlam. “I wash you, Captain.”

			Sam’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

			“Miss Lewis,” Gordy said from just behind Lily’s shoulder. How interesting. He still hadn’t gotten around to calling her roommate “Rosebud” to her face. Until that moment, Lily was convinced Gordy didn’t have a shy bone in his body. Apparently, he had at least one, and it was Rose-shaped.

			“We’ll just get started then.” Lily focused her attention on a distinctly uncomfortable Sam. “It’ll be nice to feel fresh again, won’t it?”

			“Yes,” Sam mumbled with an absolute lack of conviction.

			“First we’ll remove their top, then begin soaping,” Lily called over her shoulder. “Just follow my lead, Rose.” Lily stepped toward Sam and swiftly began the process of unbuttoning his hospital blues. As she leaned over, she took the opportunity to make a confession.

			“This is Rose’s first blanket bath,” she whispered. “She’s a little terrified.”

			“Oh dear,” Sam said, a look of empathy shining in his eyes. “I thought I was the only one.”

			Lily smiled. His self-depreciating honesty never ceased to charm her.

			“Once his top is off, place the warming blanket over him and then you can make your mitten,” Lily called loud enough for Rose to hear.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Rose, I’m just Lily. I’m still not a ma’am!”

			Rose tittered nervously and Lily shook her head.

			“I don’t think Rose’s giggles are going to do much for poor Gordy right now,” Sam murmured.

			Lily’s leaned down to whisper, “Though he likely deserves it, I don’t want to torment him or Rose. Any ideas?”

			Sam thought for a moment. “So, Gordy,” he called in a loud voice, “why don’t you tell us a little more about that grizzly bear you fought?”

			“I’m not entirely sure I remember that story.” Gordy sounded completely stunned.

			“Sure you do,” Lily said, catching on in an instant. “You must tell Miss Lewis the story about the bear. He’s a bona fide Canadian, Rose. Fellows from Canada tame the wilderness like an Englishman drinks tea.”

			“A grizzly bear?” Rose sounded delighted. “You fought a bear, truly?”

			Sam chucked and murmured, “As true as anything the lad says.”

			“Well, yes. Yes, I did.” Gordy’s voice sounded steadier with each word. “It was while hunting caribou up in the Yukon.”

			“Well done,” Lily said quietly to Sam as she removed his top. Though she’d bathed him before, he’d always been unconscious. To be so near to him while he was bare-chested brought her heart rate up in a way that would have severely disappointed any proper Army nurse.

			Lily plucked a washcloth off the cart and folded it carefully around her hand, creating a makeshift mitten, just like she’d learned in training. Perhaps once she started bathing him, routine would take over and her heart rate would be a little more cooperative. “And, Rose, don’t forget to bathe him as he talks.”

			“Yes, ma’am—I mean Lily.”

			Lily shook her head. “Ma’amed by someone only a year younger than myself.”

			“And how old is that?” Sam tilted his head toward her as she dipped her mitten into the basin of hot water and began to work up a lather.

			“Twenty-three, Captain Dwight.”

			“It’s Sam. When you call me ‘Captain Dwight’, it feels a great deal like being ‘ma’amed’ I suspect.”

			Once she had a good lather worked up, she dabbed at his forehead, then around his eyes and down his stubbled cheeks. His eyelids drifted closed and he released a soft sigh. Lily had to bite the insides of her cheeks to keep from grinning. He found such joy in the simplest of pleasures.

			“You could use as shave as well, Captain.” She was careful to make her tone sound as nurselike as possible.

			“They’re not trusting me with a razor yet,” Sam said.

			“We can tend to that later tonight. Or tomorrow if we run out of time.”

			“Thank you, Lily. That would be lovely.”

			She felt his gaze on her the way a person would feel a sunbeam on their arm—bright and warming. She fought the urge to meet his eyes and concentrated instead upon rinsing the soap from his face and neck.

			“While I’m at it, I’d like to check your wound. I don’t believe your bandage has been changed since your last seizure.”

			Sam turned his head to the side and Lily examined the small rectangular bandage just above his right ear. It was still white and clean. She removed it with a practiced tug, relieved to find only a few drops of blood on the gauze. The wound itself was no longer swollen. It was an inch long, a jagged line closed by stitches. A small indentation ran the length of the injury. Once Sam’s hair grew back, it would be impossible to know he’d even been injured.

			Lily folded a fresh bit of gauze and reapplied the bandage. From the next bed, Gordy was enthusiastically describing the harrowing details of a caribou stampede. The splashing sounds indicated that either Rose was getting on with bathing him or perhaps Gordy was reenacting caribou fording a stream.

			Once she’d rebandaged Sam’s head, she washed and rinsed his arms. As she scrubbed his chest, she couldn’t help but notice that he appeared slightly thinner since his last bath. She rubbed her washcloth in a circular motion across his pectoral muscles, and when she glanced up, he still watched her with that same intent look in his eye.

			“Is something the matter?” Lily asked.

			“Nothing at all.” He coughed and shifted his gaze to the ceiling.

			As Lily began to rinse his chest, she remembered his request from yesterday. “Oh, yesterday you said something…”

			“Yes?” he interrupted nervously.

			“…about a friend of yours that might have been admitted. You asked me to check the registry for any new patients from Cornwall.”

			“Oh, that!” Sam said, his face awash in relief. “Certainly, I remember that.”

			“I should have mentioned it straight away,” Lily continued as she patted his chest dry. “I checked last night. We had all of two phosgene admissions and they were both from a Pals regiment in Yorkshire. None from Cornwall, I’m afraid.”

			“Thank you for checking,” Sam replied. He opened his mouth as if he wanted to add something, then quickly closed it again.

			“How’re you doing, Rose?” Lily called over her shoulder. “Things have gotten very quiet over there.”

			“I suppose I’m doing all right,” Rose said with absolute lack of conviction.

			“And you’re rinsing, aren’t you, Rose?”

			“Rinsing!” Rose said the word as if it were a curse.

			Lily turned around and then allowed a wide grin to spread across her face. She leaned down to Sam’s ear. “Gordy is an absolute chatterbox, especially when he’s getting a bath. Something very odd is going on with him when it comes to Rose.”

			“Gordy,” Sam called, “why don’t you tell Miss Lewis about your battles with river sharks. Those tales are most interesting.”

			“Oh yes,” Rose enthused. “I’d love to hear about that!”

			“Very well,” Gordy began. “A river shark is a formidable foe and I’ve faced a few in my day…”

			Lily laughed, but quietly enough to not offend Gordy. “Well done!” She gave Sam a grin. “Now, if you’ll just turn to face the wall, I’ll get to work on your backside.”

			“Backside?” Sam raised his brows.

			“Backside,” Lily said firmly, making a rolling gesture with her hand.

			Sam turned toward the wall while Lily secured the blanket and rolled it along with him. Before he could settle into position, she slipped her hand beneath the covers and untied the drawstring that held his drawers around his hips.

			“If you would please lift up, I can slide your drawers down,” she said.

			He shifted slightly. She shimmied his drawers past his hips, down his legs and whisked them off his feet.

			“Your back first, then buttocks,” she announced. Medical terminology and a professional attitude usually eased a patient’s mortification. She only hoped it worked with Sam.

			She placed her mitten on the center of his back and he jumped a little. Even through the cloth, she could feel his muscles were tightly drawn. She leaned down to his ear. “Relax. Pretend I’m Matron Marshall.”

			He laughed a little and she could feel his back muscles loosen. She began to move the soapy cloth across his shoulders, then down his back. As she adjusted the warming blanket, her fingertips brushed across his skin. She heard him intake his breath in a loud gulp.

			Dear god, he was as bad as Rose.

			“Sometimes it helps to chat when a person is feeling awkward,” she suggested. “It seems to be working for Gordy and Rose. Perhaps you could tell me about your farm?”

			“Perhaps…oh dear. Would you mind terribly if you were the one talking instead?”

			“Me?” She soaped up the cloth, then began to rub circular motions down the small of his back.

			“Well, yes,” Sam said. “Since you already know so much about my life, through all my letters and such, perhaps instead you could tell me about yourself, about your life before the war. Canada can’t be all grizzly bears and river sharks. Tell me about your family.”

			“Ah, it’s just my father and me. My mother died of typhus before I was old enough to know her.” She swished her washcloth in the basin, then began to rinse his shoulders. “It’s a very boring story, really. Only child of the frontier doctor.”

			He laughed. “Sounds like the adventure of a lifetime.”

			“Not so glamorous, really. He has a small clinic that tends to fishermen and loggers, mostly. It was enough to teach me the basics.”

			She slid the warm cloth slid down to rinse his buttocks, moving across his skin with smooth strokes. His cheeks tightened involuntarily as she patted him dry. He took in a shaking breath.

			Poor Sam.

			“There, we’re nearly done.” She attempted to keep her tone both cheerful and professional. “If you’d just roll onto your back, I can wash your legs and finish things up.” She didn’t need to mention that finishing things up included his private area, that area of external plumbing which had so terrified Rose.

			“Ah,” Sam said. “Perhaps if we could just, ah, wait a moment?”

			“Sooner started, sooner ended,” Lily replied.

			When she looked at his hands, she could see he’d clenched them into fists. “It’s just that I… Oh, Lily.” He let out his breath in a whoosh. “It’s bad enough that I said all those things to you yesterday while on morphine. I really couldn’t endure…you know.”

			She leaned down to speak into his ear. “I’m a VAD. It’s nothing that I haven’t washed before.”

			His cheek blushed furiously. She couldn’t help but smile at his sweet response, relieved that he couldn’t see her.

			Sam sighed. “It’s just that, ah, how to say? I’m experiencing a rather unfortunate reaction.”

			An erection was a perfectly natural response to a blanket bath, but one which was terribly embarrassing for patients. She knew Sam would have to be especially mortified. Lily didn’t move away from his ear. “It’s all right, Sam. It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve had that particular reaction while I bathed you.”

			Somehow, impossibly, his blush deepened.

			Lily rested a hand on his shoulder while Gordy yammered on with his River Shark Soliloquy. After giving him a moment to compose himself, she leaned down again to whisper in Sam’s ear. “It helps to think about very tedious things, or so they tell me. Perhaps you could do think about something especially dull?”

			Sam bit his bottom lip. “Sunday morning church service, my uncle’s war stories, cleaning out the pig pen,” he muttered.

			“That’s the spirit,” Lily said. “Now roll onto your back.” She gripped his hip and rolled him toward her. As she did so, he slipped a hand beneath the warming blanket to make a modest adjustment to his crotch region.

			While he repositioned himself, she reapplied the soap to her improvised washing mitten. Then she moved to the foot of the bed, flipped the blanket up, and placed her hand inside, just touching the cloth to his hip.

			With crisp efficiency, Lily moved down the length of his leg, until she reached his feet. When she brushed the cloth over the top of his toes, he squirmed in response. She froze.

			Sam had sensitive feet?

			She grinned widely, then prodded her washcloth cloth against his instep. Sam barked out a laugh.

			“Captain Dwight, I do believe you’re ticklish.” Lily stared at his foot and she smiled.

			Sam blinked warily at her. “Have mercy, Lily. I really don’t like that look on your face.”

			“What look?” she asked.

			“That smile. It’s not your usual one. This one is a little bit…well, evil.” He tried to tuck his legs up beneath the warming blanket, but Lily shook her head and grabbed his calves.

			“No, no, no. I can’t neglect your feet, sir.”

			“Not my feet,” was all he said.

			“I’m only doing my duty. Trenchfoot is serious business.”

			He clenched his jaw and extended his leg, staring at the ceiling like a man nearing his execution. She rubbed her thumbs across the top of his feet, then along his toes, watching him carefully. He arched his back, helpless to her. She knew he was only keeping himself from laughing with the thinnest thread of self control.

			Lily rubbed her thumbs along his instep, causing his legs to jerk. When she increased the pressure, he wriggled in response.

			She allowed her “evil” grin to widen. Her plan had worked perfectly.

			“There. That’s done it,” she said, her voice triumphant.

			“Done what?” he asked, giving her a puzzled glance.

			“Taken your mind off other matters,” she said. Quick as a bolt of lightning, she reached up beneath the covers and began to wash his now only partially erect penis.

			He stared at her, completely off guard.

			She gave three swoops down his length, then the washcloth made a few quick passes over his scrotum. She was finished before his penis had quite had a chance to realize what she was doing and harden again.

			“And we’re finished,” she said as she removed her hand from beneath the blanket and returned to her cart to fetch a fresh pair of bottoms. As she slipped them over his feet, he pointed an accusatory finger in her direction.

			“You deployed a most clever diversionary tactic,” he said.

			She smiled at him as she tied the drawstring around his waist.

			“Oh, don’t give me that innocent smile. I’ve seen your evil grin now. I know what you’re about.” Sam shook his head.

			Lily reached over to help him slip his arms into his top.

			“Shrewd and unexpected,” he continued as she buttoned up his front. “You’d make a formidable general.”

			“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sam.”

			He laughed. “But at least at long last, I’ve got you calling me Sam again.”

			She rolled her eyes and blushed prettily as she began buttoning his top. “Then it looks like you win after all. Captain.”

			“Ladies?” a voice asked. Lily jumped, jerking his button forcefully.

			Sister Newell had somehow managed to approach their corner of the ward with none of them being aware. “You’re spending an inordinate amount of time on these baths. Is there a problem?”

			“Not at all, ma’am,” Lily replied.

			“It’s my fault,” Rose offered.

			“Miss Lewis?” Sister Newell asked.

			“I’m new to this, Sister. Miss Curtis was instructing me and I’m afraid I’ve slowed down the pair of us.”

			Sister Newell exhaled a puff of air. “Very well. Do try to pick up the pace, ladies. There are other patients waiting.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Rose said.

			Lily pulled the warming blanket from him and added it to her small stack of dirty linens. After tucking his covers around his hips, she gave him a very professional nod, under the watchful eye of the Sister, and moved out into the aisle.

			A freshly scrubbed Gordy watched as Rose scrambled to pack up her cart. Lily had been so engrossed in Sam that she’d neglected the pair of them and she felt vaguely guilty. Neither of them looked the worse for it, however, deep blushes notwithstanding.

			“And Gordy’s fresh as a…polar bear?” Lily asked, trying and failing to hit some kind of Canadian wildlife metaphor. “Well done, Rose.”

			“Not exactly,” Rose whispered to Lily once she’d stepped over to her cart. “I’m afraid I wasn’t terribly thorough when it came to the lower extremities.” She glanced up to Lily and her expression changed from defeat to surprise. “But look at you, Lily. You look positively delighted, as if you’ve been out dancing.”

			“Ah, nothing like the satisfaction of a job well done.” Lily winced inwardly at how much she sounded like the matron just then. But she was desperate to not call attention to her happiness at having spent so much time with Sam.

			“Let’s just carry on then, shall we? We’ve got another ten baths to give out.” Lily turned her cart down the aisle, ever the professional.

			At least, by outward appearances.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Sam woke in the middle of the night to the sounds of the dying. The latest surge had brought another two dozen to the officers’ ward, Major Miller among them. He’d suffered a head injury that seemed quite similar to Sam’s own and they’d placed him a few beds away. The major had not fared well, however, and had died in what sounded like a great deal of pain sometime around four in the morning. Sister Cudahee had been with him when he passed.

			Sam watched them in the dim light. The sister held Miller’s hand, wiping his brow while the poor man writhed in a tangle of sweat-soaked sheets, crying out to God.

			They’d wheeled the major away before daybreak crept through the windows of New Bedlam, but Sam couldn’t get back to sleep. A wire of guilt had begun to tighten around his conscience and left him too disturbed for slumber.

			What if his seizures truly gave him the ability to ease these men’s suffering? If that were the case, wouldn’t that make Sam the worst kind of coward—to sit and do nothing while his countrymen died?

			Certainly, there were compelling reasons to not chance another seizure. He knew he risked further brain injury each time. According to Lily, it could kill him. Assuming he should survive, Lily would still be terribly distressed by his actions. When he thought of hurting her, something twisted tightly inside his chest, another twist on the wire of guilt.

			A memory stirred: in the barn with Baden and Evie—making a toast with Father’s tin cup on the eve of war. What had he said back then? “To making a difference for good in the world.” What a great, bloody fool he’d been. It had all seemed so simple at the time.

			You could do something about this, Sam. You could trigger a seizure and ease their suffering, but you play it safe. Perhaps the real reason you won’t try is cowardice. Let others fight the war for you. Maybe if Lily knew the truth of it, she’d be as ashamed of you as you are of yourself.

			He grimaced and lay back against his pillow. Just behind his eyes, a headache stirred to life. As he watched the sun slowly creep through the large windows along the southern wall, he knew what he had to do.

			It was nearly seven when the VADs brought breakfast trays around. For once, Sam was relieved to find that Lily wasn’t on duty. Miss Frederick, one of the newer arrivals, delivered meals in their section of the ward instead.

			Sam tested his hands, opening and closing his fists. He felt certain he was capable of handling utensils, but Miss Frederick had seen Lily feeding him and insisted on following suit. He didn’t argue, wanting very much to stay in her good graces. After he finished a final bite of toast, Sam took his chance. He only hoped she wouldn’t bother to check his chart for orders.

			“Miss Curtis always hands me my mail following breakfast.” He did his best to make his voice sound authoritative. “It’s in a basket on the second shelf of my table, just there.”

			She nodded, preoccupied with cleaning up his tray. “Certainly, sir.”

			Miss Frederick scooped up the little basket and handed it to Sam. Such a simple gesture, really, but with potential for enormous repercussions.

			She then turned to take Gordy’s tray.

			“Good morning, sunshine.” Gordy beamed a grin at her.

			“It’s Miss Frederick!” She tittered a nervous laugh.

			With Gordy properly distracted, Sam wasted no time. He tore open the first envelope without bothering to see who it was from. He unfolded it and tried to focus on the letters. His baby headache matured and gave an adolescent kick of pain.

			Dear Old Man, Baden wrote. Sam forced his attention past the steadily increasing agony gathering behind his eyes.

			So you’ve decided to stop napping at last. You know that once you’re back on the farm, Father will have you waking before the roosters. If I were you I would ‘make hay while the sun is shining’ because once you’re home, hay is about all you’ll be making.

			Sam focused harder as pain howled around his head. The words swam on the page, the letters growing opaque.

			We’ve been seeing a great bit of action here, but I can’t tell you where I am or the censors will go…

			Something large and angry gave a snap inside Sam’s head. He watched his hand begin to jerk the paper back and forth, with a surreal detachment. Then his twitching fist crumpled the letter into a ball and tossed it as though it was a grenade. A sea of red filled his vision and he felt balance shift and tilt as his body fell toward the floor. He braced for impact.

			It never came.

			He was instantly transported out of the hospital and into all too familiar earthen walls. Even before his vision returned, the stench of mud and blood and cordite filled his nose. His throat felt as if it had filled with dirt. He gagged and opened his eyes.

			Sam lay on dirty duckboard in the bottom of an abandoned trench. He’d done it. He’d triggered another seizure and damn the consequences to hell.

			His headache roared with a vengeance, his constant companion in these battlefield dreams.

			Sam craned his neck, looking up and down the battered trench line, but there wasn’t a man to be seen. The crumbling sandbagged walls had clearly seen a fair share of shelling. The duckboard lining the floor had been reduced to muddy splinters.

			Sam gripped a badly battered ladder and dragged his body up. Whatever skirmish had happened here was long past, and he was eager to get to his work.

			The sun shone clear and bright, as if it were beaming down on a summer meadow and not the lifeless miles of blasted tree stumps and muddy shell holes. He could even hear a lark singing, though he couldn’t imagine where the poor bird might perch or what reason he might have to burst into song.

			When he swung his head around, he saw a familiar sight and knew where he was in an instant. A red brick basilica towered above the artillery-blasted landscape and could have been seen from ten miles distant. Like everything else along the front, the church had been shelled mercilessly. Its crowning glory had once been a golden Virgin lifting her child to the heavens. With the tower nearly demolished, she now leaned out over the square at a ninety degree angle, giving her the appearance of hurling her child to the earth. A fitting image for humanity in wartime.

			The Leaning Virgin of Albert was a famous landmark all along the English lines, and considered a kind of mascot for the Tommies. The lads said that as long as she remained, England would hold out.

			She was far too distant from Sam to be of much use, however. Sam looked around for some kind of cover, but the blasted wasteland of mortar holes and rubble offered nothing.

			“Please,” a voice rasped.

			Sam’s headache shrieked as he spun around to see who had spoken. He only saw collapsed trenches.

			“Mercy,” the voice said, just above a whisper. Tucked beside a ruined trench wall, a muddy face peered out. Sam scrambled toward the soldier, tumbling through the muck.

			Sam halted before he reached the lad, as soon as he saw the extent of his injuries. The boy’s uniform was matted with blood. He’d been bayoneted—a cruel and jagged path led from his abdomen to his sternum. A mortal wound if Sam had ever seen one. Somehow, impossibly, the soldier still lived. Sam couldn’t imagine how long the lad had been like this, waiting in pain. Or how much longer the poor boy could last.

			“What’s your name, lad?” Sam asked.

			“Buchanan, sir.” His voice was just above a whisper.

			“It’s going to be all right, Private Buchanan. I’m here to help you.” Sam knelt by his side.

			The boy reached out a hand. It was so pale from blood loss that it seemed to glow.

			Previously, whenever Sam had delivered his healing touch, he’d been the one to reach out. This boy, despite his weakened condition, took charge instead. He clasped Sam’s hand in an icy grip.

			“Thank you,” Buchanan said on a sigh.

			Bright light travelled down Sam’s arm in an explosion of heat. The light bloomed inside his mind, obliterating his headache completely.

			White exploded into black.

			And Sam knew no more.

			“He’s not breathing,” a panicked voice shouted.

			Though Sam’s world was dark, he could make out frantic female voices. A small but firm hand gripped the back of his neck, pulling him forward. He felt his jaw being tugged downwards and the steady pressure of a mouth, warm and insistent upon his own. Sam fought for breath, but when he tried to take a gulp of air, something prevented him. Someone.

			She forced a whoosh of air down his throat instead. Sam coughed and sputtered.

			He forced his lids open to see Lily’s green eyes staring back at him, wide and frightened.

			“Sam…Captain. You’re awake?”

			He tried to respond with a “yes”, but his throat was strangely constricted. The only sound that escaped was a strangled kind of groan.

			“Miss Frederick, what’s his heart rate?” Lily looked across the bed where the other VAD was gripping Sam’s wrist.

			The young girl’s lips thinned in concentration. “One forty now.”

			Lily nodded. “Please inform Dr. Raye, would you? He may wish to change the medication dosage.” Lily glanced down at Sam, her expression so foreign that it took a moment for Sam to register that it was…anger. “And ask if I could please speak to him at his earliest convenience.”

			Sam closed his eyes and let the darkness carry him away.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			When Sam woke, his headache had faded to a dull throb. He opened his eyes cautiously to find it was early evening. The lamps flickered across the yellowed walls and he heard the squeak of the meal cart as a VAD wheeled it amongst the rows.

			“Had another one of your spells.” Gordy looked over at him, a rare serious expression on his face.

			Not knowing quite what to say, Sam gave no reply at all.

			Gordy turned and shouted across the ward. “Oi, miss? Can you send for Miss Curtis? She asked to be told when the captain woke up.” There was a pause and then, “Thank you.”

			For the first time since he’d arrived at New Bedlam, Gordy didn’t attempt to engage him in conversation. He didn’t ogle the VADs or tell stories about fictional Canadian wildlife. He simply watched Sam with a disconcertingly somber expression.

			When Sam heard the familiar click click of Lily’s footstep, he felt a blanket of dread settle over him. He’d only ever looked forward to seeing her before and didn’t know quite what to do with this new, unfamiliar feeling. When he heard the rustle of approaching skirts, he forced himself to look up.

			Lily gazed down at him with raised eyebrows. Her arms were crossed over her chest. For such a beautiful creature, it was startling how intimidating she looked.

			“How are you feeling, Captain?” Her voice was clipped.

			“Headache.” He knew exactly why she was angry at him, but hadn’t the ability nor the energy to say much of anything at the moment.

			“You’re aware that you had another seizure?”

			“I am.”

			She pulled the chair up beside the bed and settled into it, moving closer until her face was mere inches away and they could talk quietly. Her scent—of soap and lavender—filled his senses, made it difficult to concentrate. As if the headache weren’t enough.

			Sam knew it was best just to cut to it. “Are you angry with me?”

			“I am. Very.” Her eyes flashed, her expression fierce.

			He longed to drop his gaze, but that would have been the coward’s way out. “The seizure—it wasn’t…” he began. It was foolish, but he had to try.

			“You triggered that seizure. Do you deny it? You were told not to read and you went against orders.” Her anger was beginning to ebb and just beneath he saw the glimpse of another emotion. Pain. Oh, not that. He could withstand her anger, but knowing he’d wounded her was just too cruel.

			“Can you meet my eyes and tell me that it was an accident, Captain?”

			He could not, damn him. He could only look at her like a beached fish.

			“What’s worse is I think I know why you did it.”

			She couldn’t know about his trips to the trenches, about how he’d been able to heal men. She had no way of knowing this. It was impossible.

			She twisted her hands together on her lap, staring down at them as if searching for the right words. “You feel hopeless,” she said at last. “I’m trying to understand. So many of the lads feel the same way. But you’ve got to hang on. Though it might seem like taking your life is the only way out, once you get back to England, you’ll find that—”

			“No,” he interrupted. He held up his hand, but it shook in a way that reminded him too much of Gordy’s head wobble and he let it fall to the covers. “It’s not what you think. The very last thing I am is suicidal.”

			She frowned at him. A little crease formed between her brows. He had a strong urge to soothe the line away with his thumb. He was only grateful he hadn’t been given morphine and wouldn’t horrify himself by stating that out loud. Or worse, indulging the impulse.

			“Lily, I give you my word of honor that I am not trying to do myself in.”

			“I don’t understand.” She shook her head. Now that her anger had boiled away all that remained was her pain and her concern for him. Her small fingers touched the back of his hand. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Sam? Do you deny that you tried to cause the seizure?”

			“No, I would not lie to you.” He paused, gathering the correct words. “And yes, I meant to cause the seizure.” He owed her his honesty, or as much of it as he could afford to spend.

			“Why?” Her voice cracked and the wire around his heart sliced inwards.

			“It’s impossible to explain,” he said.

			“Impossible?”

			When he nodded, his headache tore at his mind with savage claws.

			She stared down at where her hand lay on top of his. Devil take him for causing so much distress to someone who’d only tried to help. Yet he could never begin to explain why he’d been compelled to cause the seizure. Better to have her think him suicidal than completely mad.

			He forced his gaze up to her face. Tears swam in her green eyes and she looked terribly lost. “Well, if you can’t explain why, perhaps you could promise not to do it again? I’d settle for your word, if that’s all you’re willing to give.”

			He didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. He’d been pudding-headed enough to bring up his foolish honor in the first place. He was damned if he told her the truth and damned if he didn’t.

			She leaned in farther, her crisp, blue sleeve brushing against his forearm. “You can’t even do that? You can’t promise to stop doing this to yourself?”

			“I…” He couldn’t finish. What could he say? I promise to lie in my bed and do nothing while I could be saving my comrades on the field? I promise to be a selfish bastard and let others die for England?

			And, he had to admit, there was the possibility that he was simply going mad.

			“Do you understand what happens to you during a seizure?” Lily gripped his hand tightly. “You thrash about, risking injury every single time. You deprive your body, your brain, of oxygen. You risk contracting meningitis. Your heart could stop. People die when seizing. I’ve seen it.” She ducked her head down quickly, but not before he could see an errant tear streak down her cheek. She released his hand and brushed her tear away with the back of her hand. “You could die, Sam.”

			Which poison should he take? Hurt Lily or to allow his comrades to fall?

			“A week then,” she said. “Can you promise not to trigger any seizures for a week?”

			She looked at him, her large green eyes pleading like words never could. To her mind, it was such a small request and for his own good after all.

			He was helpless to deny her.

			“A week,” he capitulated.

			She sighed. “And after a week, we’ll talk about it again. Perhaps by then, you’ll be able to explain yourself.”

			“Fine.”

			She raised her brows and gave him an expectant look. “Your word of honor?”

			Sam felt miserable, a coward of a soldier, a failure of a man. He had no choice. “As an officer and a gentleman, you have my word.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Lily slept as though she’d been dosed with morphine, solid and dreamless. When Rose shook her awake for morning rounds, it took a few moments before she could lift her heavy eyelids. After grabbing some toast in the kitchen, she slipped into the morning meeting, a little late.

			Matron Marshall was in the midst of issuing marching orders for the day and for once, her all-seeing eye didn’t spot Lily’s tardy arrival. There’d been fresh fighting outside the village of Albert, a particularly nasty encounter with a lot of hand-to-hand combat.

			Sister Cudahee would be running a quick class on wound irrigation therapies for the new VADs while Lily and the more seasoned women completed breakfast rounds.

			The cook had prepared waffles and ham, and the men were full of compliments at the extra effort. Once Lily had finished delivering the rest of her meals, she headed toward her captain. Though she’d checked in on him several times since confronting him, she’d been unable to talk to him. She was eager to dispel the awkwardness that now lay between them.

			Lily pulled a chair next to his bed and gave him a smile. He looked up and returned her smile with one of his own, though it was very weak and didn’t bring out the dimples in his cheeks.

			“Sleep well?” she asked.

			“The sleep of the drugged,” he said. The dark circles beneath his eyes told her that it hadn’t been a restful slumber.

			“Breakfast is a corker, Bluebird.” Gordy’s voice sounded full of energy. She couldn’t help but smile at his boundless enthusiasm.

			“I’m pleased to hear that,” Lily said as she turned to check on him.

			Gordy was feeding himself with no mishaps at all. His head wobble had improved to the point where it only appeared when he was very tired. It felt wonderful to see these small successes, especially in light of Sam’s disturbing behavior.

			She perched Sam’s tray on her lap and cut a forkful of waffle, no doubt cold by now. Sam opened his mouth and accepted her offering without complaint.

			Apart from a few murmured “May I have a drink?” types of requests, he ate his breakfast in relative silence. Though his body was in the bed beside her, his mind was in another place entirely.

			After she placed the last bit of waffle into his mouth, she paused. A smudge of jam clung to his bottom lip. She reached up to dab it away with the napkin, making sure to compose her face to an efficient and nurselike expression. His skin was warm, and the stubble on his chin prickled against her fingertips.

			This strange new formality hung between them in a thick cloud. She sighed heavily, then placed his tray on the bed side table and reached for his mail.

			“There’s a letter here that needs reading, as I remember. That is, unless you don’t feel up to it.”

			“Yes.”

			She tilted her head toward him.

			“I mean no. I feel quite up to hearing my mail.” An awkward pause, then, “Thank you.”

			She reached into the basket for the unopened letter on top, ignoring the badly crumpled letter from Bad which had brought on the yesterday’s seizure.

			“Shall we start with the one from your sister?”

			He smiled weakly and the corners of his eyes crinkled in a way that made her heart give an uncomfortable thud. She busied her hands by opening the letter.

			In the past few days, she’d missed reading to him. She could never confess to him that sometimes, after a particularly grueling shift on triage, she comforted herself by imagining his life there. A peaceful existence on a country estate with a loving family.

			“‘Dearest Older Brother Who Owes Me More Than a Few Letters,’” the words read. Lily tucked her head down to hide her grin.

			“‘The rains have gone now and the crops are looking fine. I’m already planning for the harvest. You’re not to worry about it, darling Sam. Since the McCarty boys are also needed at the Powell farm, Mr. Lou has signed up to help as well. He’s older than God, but we should be able to do a respectable job. Mum and I will pitch in as well. I’m getting quite good at so many things, Sam. I think you’d be impressed.

			“‘I manage to keep Father away from the heavy tasks, but I will confess, it’s no small job. He still struggles under the delusion that he’s twenty-one and can lift a bull with just willpower and charm.

			“‘Mum has been busy converting the downstairs study into your new bedroom. I told her that you’d likely be able to still climb stairs, but she wouldn’t be deterred. She’s been worried about you terribly and it gives her something to do. Besides, it’s a charming room that we weren’t really using anyway. You’ll have a lovely view over the back garden. No doubt when Baden sees your upgrade, he’ll be putting in for the front parlour.’”

			Lily turned the page.

			“‘Over the weekend, we went up to London to see the picture show that is all the rage: The Battle of the Somme. I suppose you’ve heard of it. It’s got two hours of actual footage from the trenches and was playing at thirty-four cinemas just in London. I’d hoped the film would ease Mum’s mind, but it seems to have had the opposite effect. Poor Mrs. Finchner was in a faint when she saw her boy, Simon. He was reported Missing In Action after the first day of the offensive and they fear the worst.

			“‘I’m just glad we’ve got you, Sam. Even if you can’t write. I suppose my topics are terribly transparent, aren’t they? That you won’t have to work hard once you return and that we have a place ready for you. We want you to come home, Sam. Simple as that. It doesn’t matter a fig if you’re not the same as you used to be. You’re my brother and always will be. Please do all you can to return to us.

			“‘With all my love, Your sister, Evie

			“‘P.S. Just as I was ready to post this, Mum came in from the market. Apparently Lady P had been seen yet again. She’s grown quite wild—avoiding town all together. Something must be done, but I’m not quite certain of what. Mrs. Gill reports seeing her by the old mill pond bridge where several young lads were taking turns trying to ride her!’”

			When Lily heard the captain’s burst of laughter, she nearly dropped the letter.

			Several young lads trying to ride a lady? In public? And this amused Sam? Lily knew the English had their peculiar ways, but Sam had seemed so sweet, so normal. She bit her lip, unsure of what to say.

			She folded the letter and placed it back inside the envelope, taking as much time as she could as she composed her thoughts. After she tucked his sister’s letter away, she reached back into the basket for the crumpled bit of paper, the one that had caused his seizure.

			“You needn’t read the letter from Baden,” Sam said.

			“You don’t want me to?”

			“I’ve already heard it.” He looked past her shoulder toward Gordy, with a guilty expression.

			“You promised you wouldn’t—”

			“Gordy read it to me,” he interrupted.

			She whirled around to glare at Sam’s neighbor.

			Gordy was all smiles and innocence. “What’s got you so bothered, Bluebird?”

			“You got out of bed and read the Captain’s mail to him?”

			“Well, yes. Was trying to help, I was. Don’t go giving me your Severe Sister look. Thought if it was so important that he’d risk pitching a fit, I ought to give it a go.”

			“So you climbed out of bed, unescorted, when you know better,” Lily said.

			“And performed a heroic deed for a poor, sad wounded fellow,” Gordy said. “Thing like that deserves a reward, not glares—by my reckoning. Maybe even a medal. Or a kiss.”

			“Incorrigible,” she muttered, but she couldn’t really stay angry at Gordy for any length of time. She turned to face Sam. “I’m scheduled for triage at the train station now, so if that’s all you need, I should be off.”

			Sam reached and touched the back of her hand to stop her. His fingertips were warm and gentle.

			“If you could tell me something. I was wondering if you could check on recent admittances.”

			“Another friend of yours?” she asked. “Does he have a name this time?”

			“Surname of Buchanan. He would have arrived sometime in the last twenty-four hours. He was wounded near Albert.”

			She perked up at that. “We’ve gotten quite a few wounded from Bert. Most of last night’s hospital train.”

			An expression of relief flitted across his face.

			“Though you know we’re only one of half a dozen hospitals that could have taken him in,” she quickly amended.

			“Thank you,” he said. “It’s very important to me.”

			She stood and slid the chair against the wall. “Why is it important?”

			“It’s difficult to explain.”

			“You have a lot in your life that’s difficult to explain, Captain.”

			“And my brother swears I’m the simplest creature on the face of the earth. Compared me unfavorably to a sheep more than a few times.” He smiled and his cheeks creased, making him look like an impish schoolboy. She had to smile in return. Seeing him relaxing again was like a balm to her heart.

			“Miss Curtis.” Sister Newell’s voice broke their conversation. “The ambulance is waiting for you. Now, if you please.”

			Lily nodded toward the matron. “Yes, ma’am.” When she turned back toward Sam, she cut directly to the point. “Does your request have anything to do with why you caused the seizure?”

			“I’m not sure but—” he sighed “—I think so, yes.”

			She scooted the letter basket under his bed. “All right then. I’ll do what I can, Sam.” She reached down and patted his shoulder. “Be good while I’m gone. Keep your promises, right?”

			“I gave you my word, Lily.”

			“Then I give mine. I’ll do my best to find your soldier. Even if you can’t explain who he is or why you might need to know.”

			“Thank you,” he replied.

			She scurried to the far end of the ward where Sister Newell waited, arms crossed and glaring daggers at her.

			Lily didn’t return to New Bedlam until nearly midnight. After her long day, the moonlit red brick walls of the hospital were a welcome sight. She climbed the stairs to the back entrance with weary, protesting legs. She was covered in a disgusting combination of blood, sweat and vomit.

			The latest disastrous Allied charge had resulted in a shocking number of casualties. Even worse, the men had been loaded onto the hospital trains in filthy conditions. More than half a dozen men were sure to be lost to sepsis. A simple thing like cleaner transport conditions could save so many lives. She was helpless to do a thing about it, but every time she lost a man due to a filthy wound, she felt culpable in his death.

			Feeling a mix of rage and weariness that went bone-deep, she longed to tuck her aching limbs into bed. She was halfway down the staff quarters hallway when she remembered her obligation to her captain.

			No. Not her captain. The captain.

			She slipped back into the kitchen and rummaged around in a drawer until she found the emergency candles. She grabbed one, lit it, and headed down the short hall which held the hospital’s offices.

			Since Matron Marshall kept the records in her office, at least Lily knew where to go. There was no light spilling from beneath the matron’s door, so Lily lifted the latch and stepped inside.

			These rooms were officially off limits to VADs. Lily had always supposed it was because the matron thought only RAMC nurses were capable of filing paperwork. The office was as tidy and regimented as Lily would have expected, save for one glaring exception—a large, potted lemon tree squatting in the corner by the window. It had been planted in a beautiful bright yellow ceramic pot and several small lamps were perched on a bookshelf beside the tree, their shades pointed in the plant’s direction.

			How surprising to find the stolid woman had a soft spot for…a tree.

			Lily moved behind the desk. Recent admittances hung on a clipboard on the wall. Lily removed it and ran her index finger along the column of names. In the previous two days, New Bedlam had admitted fifteen from the Albert area, all from the same botched gas attack. They’d been identified and there was not a Buchanan among them.

			Not wanting to tempt the fates when it came to the matron, Lily hurriedly blew out the candle and slid past the lemon tree and out of the office. At the end of the hall, instead of turning right and taking the few steps down the hall to her room, she turned to the left, toward the officers’ ward. He likely wouldn’t be awake, but it wouldn’t hurt to check.

			She walked through the silent room, the sleeping men outlined in gray and black framed by white sheets. Lily glanced around and was relieved to see that the night duty VAD was busy attending a patient at the far end of the room. Lily should have an easy time of it. She stepped softly down the aisle toward Sam.

			By the volume of his snores, Gordy was sleeping soundly. Her captain, however, was wide awake. She could see his eyes, watching as she approached his bed. Her breath caught in her throat and she swallowed nervously as she leaned down to him.

			“You should be sleeping,” she whispered.

			“So should you.” Even though he was in shadows, she could see his smile, dimples creasing his cheeks.

			“Did you get your injection tonight? The Phenobarbital should be making you sleepy.”

			“Just not tired, I guess,” was all he replied. After a pause, he met her eyes. “Are you all right, Lily?”

			“Me? Oh you mean…” She gestured toward her grime covered apron. “Long day.”

			Worry shone in his eyes. “You look quite exhausted.”

			She could only nod. Though she knew her duty required that she keep things professional with Sam, the truth was she missed that feeling of intimacy, of trust, that they used to share.

			She said, “I came by to tell you that I looked in the main office—to see if your soldier had been admitted here. Private Buchanan?”

			He looked up at her hopefully. She hated to crush the hope in his eyes. “I’m afraid he’s not.”

			His face fell.

			“I’ll have a word with some of the other fellows who were wounded near Albert tomorrow after rounds,” she said. “Perhaps they know of something.”

			“Thank you, Lily. It means more to me than you know.” He managed a weak smile and something warm fluttered in her chest. It was a wonderful and slightly terrifying sensation.

			She caught a flash of white from across the room. The night shift sister had entered and was conversing quietly with the VAD near the door.

			Leaning over, she whispered in his ear, “It wouldn’t do at all to be found here. I’m sure you understand. We’ll talk in the morning.”

			“Yes, in the morning then.” His voice was low and his breath warm in her ear. “Thank you, again. And, Lily, please try to get some rest.”

			She fought the urge to linger. Could Sam hear her heartbeat, pounding up through her chest? Could the nurse hear it from across the room? Her heart felt as though it may well thunder out, tearing through her ribcage like it was made of paper.

			She turned and left the ward before it could betray her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Sam spread a dab of apricot jelly on his toast and took a bite. Even though he was forbidden such basics as going outdoors and reading his own mail, the ability to feed himself was a privilege he’d never again take for granted.

			“You’re looking pleased with yourself.” Gordy shot a grumpy glare in Sam’s direction.

			Sam shrugged and took another bite. “It’s a lovely day, Gordy. I’m dining on toast from my own hand. It’s smashing to no longer be fed like a child.”

			Gordy shook his head. “Well, it’s a good thing you’re not a bloody child where everything is concerned, I suppose.”

			Apart from the one incident in which he’d read Bad’s letter, Gordy had been very brusque with Sam since the seizure incident. His distance was unnerving and Sam missed Gordy’s pleasant chatter and tall tales. Hell, he even missed hearing hospital gossip.

			“You needn’t be so put out, Gordy. I’m being a model patient now, in case you haven’t noticed.”

			“And you’ll keep following orders if you know what’s good for you.” Gordy pointed his utensil in Sam’s direction. As far as ultimatums delivered by blade point, a butter knife was not terribly threatening.

			Gordy lapsed into a rare moment of silence. When he spoke at last, his voice was serious and measured. “You should know, Bluebird was a right mess. Was all done up in tears over you.”

			“I’m sorry about that,” Sam said, and he meant it.

			“You need to have a care to yourself, Sam. I don’t know why you did what you did. Maybe it’s that you’re not quite right in the head and have gone dolally. I know this war can bollox a fellow up. But when you go into one of them seizures, it’s a frightful thing. You keep going to that place, one of these days you might not come back.”

			“I gave my word I’d follow orders,” Sam said, omitting the fact that his promise had only extended until the end of the week.

			“Well, make sure that you do. If you cause pain to Bluebird again, you’ll be answering to me.”

			Sam sighed. The lad was more than likely feeling protective of his countrywoman. Perhaps he even carried a torch for Lily. He would need to step cautiously here. “I don’t wish to cause Miss Curtis any distress. I assure you. And I have made every attempt to behave as a gentleman toward her.” His recent blanket bath notwithstanding.

			Gordy barked out a laugh. “You can’t be that thick, can you? Please tell me that at some point you knew something about women. That prior to Fritz putting a dent in your skull you weren’t so hopeless.”

			“What?” Sam sputtered. “You don’t want me to behave like a gentleman?”

			“Well, I do, yes. But that’s not the point.”

			Sam shook his head. “Well what is the point, then? Because I feel as though we’re having two entirely unrelated conversations.”

			“To speak plainly then, since you’re not coming ‘round to it on your own, Bluebird fancies you. It’s why she got all worked up when she thought you’d tried to hurt yourself.” Gordy leveled a serious look at Sam. “And she might not want you to behave like a proper gentleman all the time.”

			Sam was stunned. Lily fancied him? And somehow Gordy was the one to pick up on this? In the past Sam had thought that women were perplexing, but it seemed Canadians were even more so. It likely didn’t bode well that Lily Curtis was both.

			Sam was at a loss. Unsure of how to proceed across such a mine-filled conversational field, he thought his best course of action might be to beat a hasty retreat. He placed his plate on his side table, faked an exaggerated yawn, and turned to face the wall.

			“Oh, that’s a fine thing.” Gordy’s tone was indignant. “Here I am, just trying to help you.”

			“I don’t want to talk about it, Gordy—and I don’t know what you’re on about. I think they’ve possibly given you the wrong medication and that’s why you’ve gone mental.”

			Sam lay still, relieved that the pain in his head had begun to ebb. He closed his eyes and waited for Gordy to keep hammering at him. When the lad instead chose to remain silent, however, it proved to be fantastically irritating. It was maddening, really, for the lad to bring up such a thing and then simply leave it at that.

			“Why would you think she had such feelings, anyway?” Sam asked. “She’s kind to all the soldiers.”

			“Oh right. Tell yourself that, do you? Just ignore that she bloody well wept when she thought you were trying to do yourself in.” When Sam didn’t respond, he continued. “And never mind the fact that you don’t see her making a special point to read the mail to the other Tommies. Or the fact that she doesn’t come by to check on the other blokes when they’re fast asleep. Just you.”

			Sam decided to try another approach. “Gordy, in case you haven’t noticed, Miss Curtis is currently quite unhappy with me.”

			Gordy snorted. “Well, yeah, you dim lummox. A woman will get right put out when her fella tries to off himself.”

			“I’ll tell you what I told her: I was not trying to harm myself.”

			Gordy’s bed creaked and shifted. As the silence stretched out, Sam began to relax. When Gordy spoke again, his voice was lower, more measured. “Come on, Sam. Your eyes may give you troubles, but you’re not blind. She has a look in her eyes when she glances at you. I know that expression. Recognized it in an instant, only because it’s the look I’ve longed to see since I was in short pants. She’s smitten by you.”

			Sam continued to stare at the wall.

			“Seems unfair—a girl like that comes along once in a lifetime, and for god knows what reason, she goes and fancies a farmer who wouldn’t know what to do with a female unless she had udders and her name was Bessie.”

			“I am not without a clue when it comes to the fairer sex.” He’d be damned if he’d give Gordy the satisfaction of turning around.

			“Oh, got quite a string of girls, do you?”

			“Well, there was talk in the town, yes.” No need for Gordy to know that any village gossip concerning the Dwight family always centered around his brother.

			“Sounds scandalous,” Gordy said. But he sounded far too amused to be taking Sam seriously.

			“I believe the nickname ‘Debonair Dwight’ was used on more than one occasion.” Sam steadfastly faced the wall.

			“Fancy that. I couldn’t imagine you were such a ladies’ man, Sam. Pity those poor girls back home with their broken hearts.”

			Gordy’s bed creaked again, then he spoke, his voice full of cheer. “Oh, hello Bluebird. Here to collect the breakfast trays, are you?”

			She was here, now? Lily? Listening to his stupid lies about nonexistent girlfriends back home?

			Horrified, Sam spun around on the bed. Gordy was alone, sitting on his bunk wearing a very wicked grin.

			“Yeah, that’s you all together, ‘Debonair Dwight.’ Far too worldly and sophisticated for the likes of me.”

			Sam laughed. He couldn’t help it.

			“Ladies don’t always want a gentleman, you know,” Gordy said. “Even if they did, in case you didn’t notice, a damnable war is on. You should bloody well stop mucking about and do something about her, tout suite. She fancies you and you’re not fooling me so stop fooling yourself. You’re crazy about her.”

			Sam crossed his arms. “I don’t know what to say to you, Gordy.”

			Gordy shook his head and snorted. “She’s the one you should be saying something to, you thick, bloody farmer.”

			After dinner, the VADs wheeled cocoa laden carts through the aisles. Midway through service, however, something at the window caught Rose’s eye. Before long, a small gaggle of women had clustered at the window, giggling and sighing. It was most peculiar and Sam wasn’t the only one to think so. The men of the ward quieted their evening conversation, struggling to eavesdrop on the VADs conversation.

			“There’s just something about a man on a motorcycle,” said one.

			“And in uniform,” another sighed.

			“Well, not everyone looks quite like that in khaki. A regular Douglas Fairbanks, he is.” That voice belonged to Rose. Gordy craned his head to glare at the women.

			“Pity he’s not injured,” a tremulous voice said. “I wouldn’t mind providing a little tender care to that one.”

			The VADs burst into giggles, then immediately split up and resumed delivering cocoa to the men on the ward. After a moment, the ward’s front door banged open. Every head on the ward swiveled toward the man who walked through. Sam could only blink, unsure if his eyes were playing a trick on him.

			It was his brother, Baden.

			Of course it was Bad. With his intense gray eyes and movie star looks, he’d been collecting quivering groups of admiring girls since he was in diapers.

			Sam grinned widely. God, it was good to see the scoundrel.

			Baden hadn’t seen him yet, however, and Sam was too far away to call to him without disturbing the other patients. He watched as Rose, blushing furiously enough to suit her name, approached Bad. After a few murmured words, she pointed him in Sam’s direction.

			Bad strode toward Sam, but just before he reached his bedside, Lily stepped into the aisle, blocking his path.

			“I’m sorry, sir. Not only is it past visiting hours, but Captain Dwight isn’t allowed any guests at present.” Lily’s voice was firm, her presence commanding, even though she stood a good foot shorter than his brother.

			Baden smirked, then neatly stepped around her and continued down the aisle.

			“Sir,” she said, scrambling ahead of Baden. “I’m quite serious about this. He’s to avoid undue stress. I’m afraid I will have to forbid you seeing him.” She placed her hand in the center of his chest and spread her feet wide apart.

			“And you’re going to stop me, are you?” Baden sounded very amused.

			“Yes, I am.” Lily said, not removing her hand. “Although I’m not averse to calling in some orderlies for artillery support.”

			“Old man?” Baden called over the top of Lily’s head toward Sam. “I could use some help here.”

			“Old man?” Lily repeated. She dropped her hand and blinked. “You’re…oh dear, you’re his brother, Baden.”

			He grinned widely at that. “Heard of me, have you?”

			“I thought you were with his battalion. His brother is a different matter.” Lily stepped aside, then quickly added, “But the order holds. Don’t upset him.”

			Baden gave Lily a crisp salute before walking to Sam’s bedside.

			“Well, well. Quite velvet here, aren’t you? All set up with four solid walls, sipping on cocoa and surrounded by all these lovely ladies.” Someone tittered in response. “Here I was worried about you.” Bad pulled out a chair as if he owned the place and settled in beside Sam’s bed.

			“It’s damned good to see you, Bad.”

			“You too, old man.” Baden patted Sam’s shoulder carefully.

			“Can’t imagine how you managed to get away from the front, though. They aren’t exactly giving out passes lately,” Sam said.

			“Which is why I didn’t bother to get one.” Baden cocked an eyebrow in Sam’s direction.

			“Don’t tell me you’ve gone AWOL.” Sam didn’t even need to ask. It was precisely the kind of thing Baden would do. A pit of dread settled in Sam’s stomach.

			“I absolutely won’t tell you that, then. But if I did, I’d have a bloke covering for me. And we shouldn’t be fussing over how I am. The question is how are you?” Baden stretched his long legs out, resting them on the edge of Sam’s bed.

			“I’m on the mend,” Sam replied. He longed to tell Baden about his ethereal trips to the front lines. If anyone would embrace the unusual, it would be his younger brother. But the slight look of worry shining behind those familiar gray eyes made Sam hold his tongue. Worrying Bad about a wounded brother was bad enough. He couldn’t be concerned that he’d gone insane as well.

			“Jerry got you in the head, did he? That’ll leave a nice scar.” Baden pitched his voice low. “Ladies love the scars, I hear tell.”

			Same old Baden. Sam shook his head and laughed. Even that small action kicked his headache into action. Bad seemed to notice immediately, and he sat up, removing his feet from the bed.

			“So, why haven’t they sent you back to Blighty by now?” Baden’s expression was serious.

			A door banged open at the far end of the ward and the matron entered. She spotted Baden immediately and made a direct march toward them. Her expression was grim, the kind one might wear to greet an invading army.

			“Not visiting hours,” the matron barked even before coming to a halt. Sam looked around for Lily, hoping for a little support. To his surprise and disappointment, Lily was dashing to the rear door.

			Sam and Baden would have to face the formidable matron on their own then.

			“Who are you?” The matron stuck her jaw out at Baden. “What are you doing here?”

			“Hello.” Baden gave her a weak smile. “I’m this bloke’s brother. I’m here to sort him out.”

			“Your name? Your rank? Your unit?” Matron Marshall was absolutely impervious to Baden’s charms. Possibly the only woman on earth to suffer such an affliction.

			“Lieutenant Baden Dwight, ma’am.” Baden offered a quick smile. “I’m with the Royal Flying Corps, First Division. I thought to stop by to see if my brother here—”

			“Not at eight o’clock in the evening.” The matron was so incensed she seemed to have difficulty speaking in complete sentences. “Come during the proper time. During visiting hours, not when our patients are getting much needed rest.”

			“I couldn’t agree with you more, ma’am.” Baden stood and nodded. “Trick is the Krauts keep pestering me during proper visiting hours, what with their artillery bombardments, their pesky zeppelins bobbing about, Fokkers mucking up the works. If you could manage to have a word with them, I’d be much obliged.”

			Baden flashed his most winning smile at Matron Marshall. It had all the effect of a drop of water on a raging inferno.

			Matron Marshall flared her nostrils. “You are leaving, Lieutenant. Now. Come with me.” She stepped back, preparing to escort Baden to the door, but before he could move Lily rushed through the back door and scurried toward them.

			“Matron, I was wondering if I could speak with you?”

			“In a moment,” the matron responded.

			“It’s just…” Lily bit her bottom lip, “I saw a couple of fellows moving something from your office and I wasn’t sure…”

			“What?”

			“Well, it looked like a large plant, ma’am.”

			Matron Marshall’s face flushed red and she stood. “You can’t mean my lemon tree. Oh no. Why would someone take Henry?”

			Lily bit her lips, composing herself before responding. “I’m sure I’ve no idea, ma’am.”

			The matron strode off toward the back door without a backward glance. Lily beamed a grin down at Sam. “I reckon that should buy you at least twenty minutes.”

			“Miss Curtis!” Matron Marshall stood at the rear, one hand on the door. “Come along. I’ll need a description.”

			“Certainly.” Lily wheeled around and walked toward the rear, taking unhurried steps.

			The moment the door closed, Baden clapped his hands together. “Well done! Oh, I like that one, Sam.”

			Of course Baden did. Who wouldn’t? Least of all his charming brother. And who was Sam kidding, really? Ten minutes in Baden’s company and he’d have her heart in a box.

			“What’s her name?” Bad asked.

			“Miss Curtis. Lily Curtis.”

			“Well Miss Lily Curtis is certainly a force to be reckoned with. Pity she’s got such poor taste.”

			“What are you on about, Bad?” Sam sat up in bed a little. He’d be damned if he’s listen to his brother say a disparaging word about Lily.

			“She’s got an eye for you, hasn’t she, old man?” Baden grinned.

			“Don’t know why you’d think that.” Sam tried to keep his voice severe, but something inside his chest felt so light that it was difficult to maintain his stiff upper lip.

			“Falling on the hand grenade the way she just did. The way she smiled at you. Ooh, Sam. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were—”

			“That’s exactly what I told him, but he wouldn’t listen to me,” Gordy called from behind Baden’s back. If Gordy could put his eavesdropping skills to use for the Allies, they’d win this war in under a week.

			Baden turned around. “Oh, hello.” Then he turned back toward Sam and grinned widely. “I think I like this one too.”

			Sam groaned. Gordy and Baden leap-frogging around in his love life? With any luck, they’d find the damned tree straightaway.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			As it had turned out, Lily managed to keep the Matron searching for her tree for a good forty-five minutes before finding it beneath the old pile of straight jackets in the rear hall. Sam could only marvel that Lily had hit upon such a clever strategy. She never ceased amazing him.

			Baden spent nearly all of his time lecturing his brother in the ways of wooing women, much to Sam’s extreme discomfort and Gordy’s joy. Sam didn’t have the heart to tell the scoundrel that he’d be unable to use any of his advice. Sam knew he’d be hopeless at empty flattery and the thought of flirting with other girls to make Lily jealous made him feel squirmy and guilty. When Baden pulled out of the yard on his bike, another collection of sighing VADs gathered at the window to see him off. Lily rolled her eyes at Sam and they shared a secret smile. As he drifted off to sleep, he was still grinning. 

			The next morning dawned and another hospital train arrived at the station. Lily headed out the door with a forlorn look in her eyes. Sam was reminded again of how much she dreaded triage.

			The next few days went the same way. Sam spent his days listening to Gordy while his unread mail piled up. Though Lily spent her daylight hours at the station, every night she carved time from her hectic schedule to stop by Sam’s bed, late in the evening when the rest of the ward was asleep.

			Her visits were never very long—just a few moments, really. They rarely said much. She would ask how he was feeling. He would inquire about her day. As he’d expected, nothing had come of her inquiries about anyone named Buchanan.

			Each night after she left, her lavender scent still hung in the air along with so many of his unasked questions.

			“Why do you keep stopping by? Are you checking up on me? Making sure I’m not trying to dash my brains out on the stone floor?”

			Or perhaps dare say the real question he longed to ask. “Did you come by because you were thinking of me? The way I’ve been thinking of you?”

			He couldn’t think of a way to ask anything that wouldn’t end up making him sound like a great bloody fool. Thank Christ they hadn’t given him any sedatives in a long while. With a little morphine, he doubted he’d be able to keep his queries locked down where they belonged.

			As the days passed, Sam was as good as his word. He followed Lily’s every directive. He didn’t read. He avoided bright lights. He tried to rest as much as possible.

			After nearly two solid years of living in a warzone, Sam felt he was drowning in a swamp of calm. To be so far removed from the action pulled steadily on his nerves. How would he ever adjust to life back on the farm?

			If, indeed, the farm was still for him.

			Did he still belong there? Should he truly possess the ability to save the dying, would going back home be the right thing to do? Would he even be able to carry on his strange battlefield visits from so far away?

			He supposed it was all a moot point. He had no way of knowing how long these peculiar visions would continue or how real they might be. He had to smile at his foolishness. Forced into so much tranquility, he’d chosen to fill his mind with strife.

			All his mental wanderings were for nothing, anyway. He’d made a promise to Lily and he’d keep it.

			Friday afternoon found Sam napping in the nearly abandoned ward. Volunteers from the village, termed ‘Comforters’, had come by and the patients had emptied to the back garden for a play—a comedy by the sounds of laughter floating in through the window. Gordy nearly burst with joy when the buxom French villager attended to him. When she wheeled Gordy out of the ward, Sam thought Gordy might have actually been levitating, just a little bit.

			Since Sam’s orders forbade such stimulating activities, he spent the afternoon trying to sleep. Unfortunately, he was having very little success with the endeavor.

			When he heard the click, click of approaching footsteps, he glanced over, expecting to see Sister Newell with his mid-day injection of Phenobarbital. Sam was delighted to see Lily instead.

			She looked down as she walked and appeared lost inside her head—preoccupied. She moved sluggishly, not like the Lily he knew. When she turned to see Sam looking her way, however, she found a smile for him. Even her weary, forced smile transformed her entirely. God, she was beautiful when she smiled.

			“Captain, I thought I might find you here. Well, I hoped I would.”

			“I was tempted to go out dancing,” he said. “But I can’t find my dancing shoes anywhere. Do you know where they might be? You didn’t steal them, did you?”

			She laughed. “How absolutely unlike you, Captain. No, I did not steal your shoes.”

			Well, yes, he had to admit to himself, he was talking like a fool, but the sound of her laughter was very worth the cost. He’d happily play an idiot if he could chase that sad look from behind her eyes.

			She settled herself on the chair at his bedside. “I thought you might be a little bored in here all by yourself. And I haven’t read your mail to you in such a long time.”

			He wanted to say something charming. He’d even settle for saying something silly again, on the hopes of hearing that laugh. Words eluded him, however, and he stared stupidly at her.

			“That is, if you need your mail read. I suppose the newer VADs have been keeping you up-to-date.” She glanced at his mail basket.

			“Ah, yes. Th-that is to say, no,” Sam stammered. “I mean, they offered, but I wasn’t feeling up to it at the time.” Because he might be a fool, but he wasn’t so desperate as to tell her that he’d been waiting on the hopes that she’d come by.

			“Oh, well if you’re not feeling like it, I should let you rest.” She twisted her hands together in a nervous gesture. Though the strange stiff air between them had dissipated a bit, they still hadn’t quite returned to their earlier, close relationship.

			“Please, no,” he said. “I’m quite out of my mind with boredom. I’m about to begin conversing with ceiling tiles.” He’d felt a rush of pleasure at the sound of her laughter that he couldn’t help but try to coax more from her lips.

			“Well, we can’t have that, can we?” She retrieved the basket and plucked out the three unopened letters on top. “Shall we begin with this one? From your mother, I think.”

			Sam smiled and nodded.

			Mother’s letter was filled with news from the farm and village. Which local boys had been injured and who had gone missing. In between the lines of gossip and details about various neighbors, Sam heard her worry for him.

			Lily opened Bad’s letter next.

			“Well, this is short,” Lily said.

			Sam took a steadying breath. Though his brother’s letter might be brief, it held the potential to be quite damaging. Especially if Bad was indecorous enough to mention his opinions regarding Lily. Come to think of it, the thought of his brother talking about any females in general was terribly worrisome.

			“‘Dear Old Man,’” Lily read, rolling her eyes at the salutation. “‘Don’t have much time, but I know what a worrying sort you are, and I wanted to put your mind at ease. I got back to my unit with no trouble. Well, to be honest, there was some trouble, but not the usual kind. I’ll have to tell you about it sometime.

			“‘Did Evie tell you the latest? I’ve sent some money to the blacksmith along with some instructions I’ve drawn up for a trap for Lady P. It should be ready within the week. I predict that we’ll win this bloody war in another few weeks and we’ll all be back in the barn again by Christmas. We’ll have another toast in the barn with Lady P at our side where she belongs. Get well soon, Sam. Your brother, Baden.’”

			Lily shook her head and blinked at Sam. “A trap? Is he…do you think he’s serious?”

			“Quite serious.”

			“A metal cage?” Lily wore a horrified expression.

			“Well, it’s the next logical step, I suppose. Nothing else has worked.”

			“It just seems so barbaric.”

			“I suppose it might seem a bit confining to her after two years of freedom.”

			“Confining?” Lily folded the letter and tucked it back into its envelope. “I’m sorry, Sam, but I feel your brother’s plan is extremely cruel. I can’t believe you’re so untroubled by his actions.”

			“Baden is only trying to do what’s right.” Sam couldn’t fathom why she was so affronted. Perhaps it was a Canadian sensibility. Their proximity to so much wildlife gave them an affinity with farm animals.

			“A cage is…what’s right?” Lily looked indignant.

			“It’s his fault she’s been running wild all over the county for the past two years, after all.”

			“Was he to blame?” Lily tilted her head toward him, her eyes questioning.

			“Most certainly,” Sam said. “It happened the night we entered the war. Bad’s head was filled with plans for signing up and he wasn’t paying attention. He let her go that night and she…” Sam looked at Lily and faltered.

			Her eyes had filled with tears and her expression damned near to weeping. Her extreme reaction to the antics of the family pig were becoming disturbing. Perhaps so much triage had simply pushed Lily too far.

			“He let her go because he was going to war?” Her voice was choked with emotion. “How tragic for your brother. And doubly tragic for poor Lady P, to have her heart broken so.”

			Sam realized her mistake in an instant and all became clear. No wonder she seemed so distressed whenever they discussed the pig. “Oh dear god. Lily, you do understand that Lady P isn’t actually a lady.”

			“Perhaps not in deed, a lady. But a woman in pain, nonetheless.”

			“Lady P is a sow.” He bit his lips, hard, trying to contain his laughter.

			Her mouth formed an ‘O’ of surprise, disappointment writ large across her expression. “Your sister has been so charitable toward her. I’d hoped you shared her sympathies.”

			He held his palms out to her, as he could control his laughter no longer. “No, please, Lily. You misunderstand. She’s truly a pig. Livestock.”

			Lily stared at him, still gape-mouthed.

			“She’s Evie’s pet. Lady P is short for Lady Precious—a five hundred pound sow.”

			Lily covered her mouth with her hands, a pretty bright blush sweeping across her cheeks. When the sound of her laughter joined his, Sam felt better than he’d felt in years, since the whole bloody war began. Whatever barrier had grown between them was shattered by that musical sound.

			“I can’t imagine what you thought of us,” he said once he was able to speak again.

			Lily grinned at him. “And when Evie wrote of young men trying to ride her?” Somehow, impossibly, her blush deepened and she burst into a fresh round of giggles.

			“I can’t wait to tell Evie,” Sam said once he stopped laughing.

			“Oh, she’ll think me an idiot.” Lily shook her head.

			“She’ll love you. She couldn’t help it.” He dropped his gaze. Who could help but love Lily?

			She beamed a grin at him. “I believe I like your sister even better now. A pet pig? I always pictured her sewing samplers and taking tea.”

			“Not for Evie. She’s terribly handy with a rifle and, as you can tell, she fosters unhealthy fondness for farm animals. She is quite her own person. A lot like you, I suspect.”

			“She seems delightful.”

			“You’d get along like a house afire, I’m sure.” He couldn’t help but smile at the thought.

			She tucked a stray strand of hair inside her cap. “I wasn’t around other girls often growing up, so whenever I ran across one, I tended to frighten them off. I don’t think Evie would scare easily.”

			A door slammed. Rose led a contingent of patients, fresh from their performance in the back yard.

			“I suppose I should help them settle the lads back into their beds.” Lily stood to leave.

			“Thank you for coming by,” he said. “It was so lovely to see you again, Lily.”

			She gazed at him, a lovely blush still coloring her cheeks. She grinned again and shook her head. “A pig.”

			“Well, look at you two,” Gordy said. “Carrying on and laughing and la-de-dah. And here I was feeling badly that you missed the performance. I even saved a sweet for you.” True to his word, Gordy held a small cake in his palm.

			“Siren Sophie here baked it.” Gordy yanked his head back to indicate the French brunette who pushed his wheelchair. Sophie smiled blankly at Lily and Sam. “She cooks like a goddess but doesn’t understand a word of English. I don’t figure that’ll be much of a problem for us, though.”

			“I think not understanding you might be a point in favor of the romance,” Sam said.

			Lily shook her head. “I’ll leave you boys to one another.”

			“Bluebird, you can’t go. I’ve only just gotten here.”

			Lily shook her head and grinned. As she walked away, she called over her shoulder, “And I’ve told you, it’s Miss Curtis.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Lily sat beside Gordy’s wheelchair in the fading light of the day room. It was close enough to supper that no patients were about. Their only company was a VAD who was busy lighting the gas lamps and pulling down the blackout curtains.

			Lily pitched her voice low, conspiratorial. “It’s not that I dislike your idea, Gordy. It just seems a little risky.”

			“Psshaw.” Gordy shook his head. Upon seeing that familiar motion, free of shell shock, she felt a flash of pride in him. “You’ll not even leave the grounds, Bluebird! You’re not breaking rules, technically. You’re simply helping a patient. That’s what VADs are supposed to do, aren’t they? Help patients.”

			She nodded reluctantly. “Within the rules, yes. And your scheme breaks a few of them.” She twisted her hands together in her lap. “And I could get in a lot of trouble if someone were to see us.”

			“But like I said, nobody’s going to.”

			“And you know this—how?”

			“Because Rosebud is assigned to the officers’ ward tonight and I know for a fact that she’s going to be busy.” Gordy shifted in his wheelchair.

			Lily gave him a skeptical look.

			Gordy took a steadying breath. “I’ve gone to a great deal of effort and expense to get a bottle of plonk smuggled in from the village. I aim to make Rosebud’s evening shift a little more romantic.”

			Lily laughed. “Oh, Gordy, you devil. You seemed so shy during your blanket bath too.”

			“Oh, that shy stuff’s all an act.” He gave her his best wicked grin which looked fantastically out of place on his innocent face.

			She considered him, sitting before her looking so earnest.

			“Listen, Sam’s bed is right next to mine. There’s not much I miss. I know what happened between you after his last seizure. The night you made him promise to be on his best behavior.”

			Lily felt a twinge of guilt. “Never mind scolding you for listening in. I know it wouldn’t do any good. But you must know that I insisted on his word for his own good!”

			“Oh, I know that. He does too. But still, he fulfilled his bit of the bargain. Stayed indoors while all of us went to the garden, took in that concert last night. He deserves a bit of a reward, don’t you think? Just an hour, walking around in the garden—that’s all I ask. I know he can’t be out in the sun, but a moonlight stroll will go such a long way to mending his spirits.”

			The idea sounded heavenly, Lily had to admit. But she’d never been much for going against the rules, even when it came to medical issues, never mind a moonlit rendezvous. Gordy continued to give her his most heartfelt stare.

			“Do you really think it would make that much of a difference?” she asked.

			“I know it will.” Gordy’s eyes shone with sincerity. “Earlier today he looked out the window so longingly, I thought it would break my heart.”

			“Oh, now you’re completely over-selling it.” She couldn’t help but laugh. It was one thing to see Gordy wear his heart on his sleeve, but to see it decorated with the hearts of others, Sam’s specifically, felt a little strange.

			“So you’ll do it?”

			Lily hesitated.

			“I suppose I should tell you that I’ve already pretty much arranged things.” Gordy gave her a guilty look. “Just over breakfast, he looked so forlorn that I told him you’d be coming by tonight.”

			“Gordy! How could you?”

			He lifted his palms to the ceiling. “Because I was certain you wouldn’t say no. You’re far too sweet and kind to disappoint a brave soldier who has given his all for King and country.”

			“You’re laying it on too thick again, soldier.”

			Gordy sighed and shrugged. “Very well, I’ll tell him you’re cancelling on him. I just hope it doesn’t crush his will to live.”

			“Oh, Gordy—you’re relentless.” She held her hands up in mock surrender. “I’ll do it.”

			Gordy grinned in triumph. “He’ll be expecting you at midnight. The rest of the ward should be well asleep by then.”

			“And you and Rose should be into your second glass of wine?” she asked.

			“Something like that,” Gordy said, his grin widening.

			Lily slipped onto the silent ward at ten to midnight. Two gas lamps on the wall flickered against the plaster walls, dimly illuminating tidy rows of sleeping men.

			Earlier that afternoon, she’d carefully tested the wheelchairs before settling on one that was relatively squeakless. For a girl unaccustomed to deception, she felt an inordinate amount of pride over her stealthiness in the matter. She’d never done anything half so daring in her life. Her heart thrummed in her chest like the hoof beats of a buffalo stampede.

			She swallowed, steadied her nerves, then pushed the wheelchair toward the corner of the room, as silent as the night itself.

			She should have known immediately that something was up when she saw a lumpy shape in Gordy’s bed. Rather than sipping wine with Rose, as he’d planned, somehow he was instead abed, fast asleep and whistling soft snores. How curious.

			When she glanced to Sam, she found with dismay that he too was sleeping soundly. His lashes resting against his cheeks. His lips parted in slumber. Her heart sank.

			Lily hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to do. Should she just return the chair to the hall and sneak back to bed? That would be the safe bet, the sane thing to do.

			On the other hand…she’d already gone to an awful lot of trouble to arrange things. And Gordy had convinced her that Sam needed this—that he was counting on it. And he wasn’t the only one. The thought of being alone with Sam in the garden had been blooming in her mind since Gordy had planted it there—turning her plain day into something extraordinary, ripe with anticipation. Perhaps she needed a nighttime garden visit as much as Sam did.

			She reached out to touch Sam’s shoulder and shook him gently.

			He blinked at her, his expression startled. Before he could speak, she leaned down to whisper in his ear. “I’m sorry to wake you, but I’m here because of Gordy.”

			“Gordy?” His brow creased in concern. “What’s wrong with Gordy?”

			“Nothing.” She continued to speak softly into his ear. “Gordy’s fine.”

			Sam cocked his head, giving her a most curious expression. She recognized it immediately. It was the look that nurses gave to patients in the throes of a delusion. To find herself on the receiving end of such an expression was a very humbling feeling.

			“I’m here to take you on your walk,” she said. “You know? The one Gordy arranged?”

			Sam’s narrowed his eyes at her, clearly at a loss for words.

			“He…he didn’t? You didn’t?” Lily stammered. “I think…Gordy may have lied to me about something, Sam.”

			Sam smiled, his teeth white in the darkened room. “Gordy telling a lie? That I can believe. What’s this all about?”

			“Oh good. Bluebird, you’re finally here.” Gordy spoke in a hushed tone. Lily spun around to see the culprit sitting up in bed, wearing an unashamed grin.

			Sam rubbed the sleep from his eyes and sat up in bed. “I fear I’m quite behind you both. What is it we’re doing?”

			“Lily is here to take you for a walk in the garden, as we talked about.” Gordy emphasized the last four words with something bordering on menace. At least, menacing for Gordy.

			“Ah, yes,” Sam said. “I remember now.” He swallowed and gave Lily a lost smile.

			Lily couldn’t decide who was the worse liar: Gordy for pretending he wasn’t playing matchmaker or Sam for pretending he had any idea of Gordy’s plans.

			She stared down at the wheelchair, stupidly, unsure of what to do. Gordy didn’t let her linger for long.

			“Let’s just get you going then,” he whispered as he passed Lily. Before she had a chance to move, Gordy had one arm about Sam and was walking him toward the aisle. Sam settled into the wheelchair, at least having the good grace to look sheepish about the adventure.

			Lily pulled the warming blanket from his bedside table. Once she’d tucked the covering around Sam’s legs, she leaned to Gordy and spoke in a low and what she hoped was threatening tone, “You and I will have a little chat about this later.”

			Gordy had the cheek to give her an innocent look. “I always look forward to our talks, Miss Curtis.”

			Lily snorted. “Please. Now I’m Miss? You really must know you’re in trouble.”

			She turned back toward the chair. Just as she began to push it toward the aisle, Gordy leaned over and plopped a small canvas bag onto Sam’s lap. The contents clanked curiously.

			Gordy mouthed the word “Cheerio” and gave a jaunty wave.

			Lily pushed Sam through the back hall in silence, opening the rear door cautiously. After she wheeled him through the kitchen, she nudged open the back door. A cool breeze greeted her, rustling through her skirt. She navigated the chair down the garden path, toward the southern edge, where the enterprising kitchen staff had turned a cistern into a makeshift fountain. It was crude, with the hose sticking up at an odd angle, but it also held a kind of rustic charm that might appeal to Sam’s farmer sensibilities.

			Night had transformed the garden entirely. In the dark, she couldn’t see the high fence around the perimeter, didn’t see the remnants of the bombed out church just beyond. In the darkness, there were only the trellises, the overgrown flower beds and a field of stars overhead.

			The water gurgled a pleasant melody as she pulled him up next to the long abandoned herb garden. She leaned over to set his brake, then settled beside him on the bench.

			“This is lovely,” he said, glancing around.

			“It is.” She nodded awkwardly.

			“Cool night,” he added. “It feels nice.”

			“It does,” she said.

			They sat in stillness. The only sound was the splashing water fountain and the rustle of the willow tree just over the fence.

			“You know,” Sam said, at last breaking the silence. “I have the distinct feeling that we’ve been manipulated by a wily Canadian.”

			“I hope you’re talking about Gordy and not me,” Lily said.

			“Oh, of course. He looks so innocent, you know? But he’s a plotter.”

			“I’m looking forward to having a chat with him,” she said. “I can’t believe he’s such an accomplished actor.”

			“Much better than I am,” Sam admitted. “You knew right away I had no idea what was going on.”

			She nodded. “You are pretty easy to read.” It was one of the things she liked the best about him—his transparency. It was a rare enough quality to find in a person, but to find him, two years into a war and still utterly without guile, seemed like a minor miracle.

			“So, what kind of tale did Gordy tell you to convince you to break the rules in such a daring fashion?” He glanced over at her, his blue eyes shining in the starlight. “Not that I mind in the least. I can’t tell you how wonderful it is to be out of doors again.”

			“He simply said that you were getting a little crazy being cooped up for so long.”

			“Well, that would actually be true enough.” Sam tilted his head and looked up at the stars. As he shifted in the chair, the contents of the bag Gordy had placed on his lap clinked in a curious fashion. Sam looked down.

			“I have to admit, though, I’m terribly interested about what’s in this thing.”

			“I have an idea,” Lily said. “But I’m a little bit afraid to get confirmation.”

			Sam gripped the bag and stood up. When Lily sprang up to assist him, he held up a hand. “I’m only taking four steps to the bench. I’ll be fine.”

			Lily settled back down reluctantly. Sam walked to the bench and sat down beside her, placing the canvas bag in her lap with a gentle thunk.

			“You should do the honors,” he said.

			She lifted the canvas flap and peered inside. As she suspected––a bottle of wine and two tin cups. As she fished them out of the bag, she felt a heat spread across her cheeks.

			Sam laughed. “Gordy is as subtle as a brick, isn’t he?”

			Lily had to smile. “I’d be angry at him, but one of his very maddening traits is that he’s difficult to stay angry at. He’s just so sweet that he’s kind of irresistible.”

			“A trait quite common in Canadians, I suppose,” he said with a grin. His dimples winked at her and she looked away.

			“Well, I suppose we can’t let a bottle of plonk go to waste. Is there a wine opener in his bag of tricks?”

			Lily reached inside and scooped out the remaining item: a standard issue pocket knife.

			“The soldier’s bottle opener. This’ll do nicely.” He slid the knife around the edge of the cork, then held the bottle at an angle and popped out the cork with one fluid movement.

			“Captain Dwight, you know your way around a bottle of French wine.”

			He poured some wine into one of the tin cups and handed it to her. “Well, as soldiers we had to live off the land, and this being France, we often had to forage for plonk.” He filled his cup, then lifted it. “Here’s to…” He looked at her. “What should we toast to, Lily?”

			“To war’s end coming soon. To life.”

			He clinked the edge of his cup to hers, then paused and gave her the ghost of a smile. “The night before I signed up I gave a very similar toast—in the barn, with my brother and sister. It was the night Lady P escaped, actually.”

			Lily wasn’t quite sure what to say, so she took a sip of wine instead. It was sweeter than she’d expected, and when she swallowed, brought a pleasant warmth to her throat. “I suspect you’ll be toasting with your sister again very soon. You haven’t had a seizure incident in nearly a week.”

			“I made a promise to a lady,” he said.

			She hesitated for a moment. “And are you any nearer to telling me why you caused your last seizure?”

			Sam stared down at his feet, lost in thought. Long moments passed before he finally spoke. “I’m sorry, I can’t. If it makes any difference to you, I do wish that I could.”

			She had expected as much. He’d gone all week without coming close to divulging the real reason he’d put himself at risk. She supposed she’d have to content herself with the fact that he’d been true to his word in not causing any more. Head injuries could result in all sorts of bizarre behavior when a patient awoke. Usually they settled down after their initial reaction. She had to believe that this would be true in Sam’s case as well.

			When she snuck a glance up, he smiled broadly at her. “I have to say. I’m rethinking my opinion of Gordy. Moonlit night, beautiful girl, enjoying a glass—well, cup—of wine. It’s lovely. It’s the most normal I’ve felt in a long, long while.”

			Sam reached over to refill Lily’s cup. His arm brushed against hers, warm and solid. She jumped a little at the contact, then bit her lip, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

			“You’ve gone quiet.” He tilted his head toward her. “Is something wrong?”

			“Not at all.” She took another gulp of wine, then twisted the cup around in her hands. Being alone with him like this, just the moonlight and a garden breeze, had subtly shifted the dynamic of their relationship. In her role as VAD, she always had a list of duties. Their respective roles were prescribed. Just the two of them sitting on a bench, sharing wine, like any man and woman might, felt a little terrifying. She didn’t have a clue what she was supposed to do. She wasn’t even sure where she should look. It felt quite like falling from a great height. Terrifying and exhilarating at the same time. A very curious sensation.

			“You seem worried, Lily.” He placed a hand on her arm. His touch was gentle, reassuring. “It’s not my seizures that has you concerned, is it?”

			“Oh no, not at all.” She snuck a glance up at the dark kitchen windows. “I guess I’m a little worried we’ll be caught out after hours.”

			He paused for a moment. “If you’d like, we could return.”

			“Do you want to return?” she asked. He’d seemed so delighted with the garden a few moments ago. To have this rapid shift seemed odd.

			“I can tell you’re distressed. If returning would put you at ease, then I’d be happy to do so.”

			“It’s not the worry about getting caught. Not at all.”

			“Then what is it?” He clasped her hand in his, the warmth of his palm radiated a comfort down to her fingertips. He squeezed gently.

			“I’m simply not quite accustomed to this sort of thing.”

			“You’re not used to bending the rules? Now I can’t believe that. I’ve seen evidence to the contrary when you take on Matron Marshall.” He ran his thumb along the back of her hand in a soothing gesture. “Tell me what’s on your mind. Is there anything I could do to ease your discomfort?”

			Yes, she wanted to say. Don’t sit so near to me. Don’t look at me with that tender gleam in your eye. Above all, don’t be so damned thoughtful. My heart can only take so much.

			But she couldn’t say that. She couldn’t confess that she was acting so oddly because she was so smitten with him, so she changed the topic entirely. Distraction worked so well on his blanket bath. It was worth a try.

			“Have you noticed what it smells like here?”

			“Well, I didn’t quite expect odors to be on your mind.” He grinned widely at her. “You’re truly such a delight, Lily.”

			She returned his smile, relaxing a little. “Here, close your eyes.”

			He did. His lashes lay on his cheek and a smile played on his lips. He inhaled deeply. “Oh! You’re quite right! The scent is lovely. I hadn’t noticed. Too distracted by your presence.”

			“And the wine, I suspect,” she added.

			He opened his eyes. “It smells a bit like home, but there’s something else there too. What is it?”

			“It’s my herb garden. Well, what’s left of it.” She glanced toward the overgrown tangle of plants beside the cistern.

			“What happened to it?”

			“The war happened, I suppose. I planted it the day after I arrived here—while I was still in training. But I had no understanding of how little time I’d have to take care of it. Or how Matron Marshall might feel about following protocol.”

			Sam chucked and gave her hand another squeeze. “Let me guess. Herbs aren’t protocol?”

			“Well, my herbs aren’t. Lots of our medicines come from plants. Poppies give us opium and quinine comes from the cinchona. There are so many others. Back in Vancouver, Father and I had great success with herbal cures.”

			“Some of the plants look familiar. Reminds me of my mum’s garden back home. May I have a look?”

			Lily held up her hand. “I have limits, Captain. I’ve got you out-of-doors, drinking wine. To have you walking about an overgrown garden wouldn’t be the kind of thing a competent nurse would allow.”

			“How about a compromise, then? You could collect some samples for me, and I promise to be a good patient and sit here. And it’s Sam. You’ve called me Captain twice now. I have my limits as well, Lily.” He flashed her a teasing grin.

			“Fair enough, Sam.” She stood and walked to the edge of the garden. She bent down and sorted through the tangled mass of weeds, searching for some recognizable plants. After a few moments of poking around, she came up with a few samples of greenery and twigs. She returned to the bench and settled down beside him.

			“I hope you’re drinking some of this,” she said, eyeing her tin cup. He’d topped it off while her back was turned.

			He smiled innocently and stared at the herbs in her fist. “So what have you got there?”

			“I can’t tell you. That would be cheating. You have to tell me. You’re a farmer, a creature of the land—surely you know these simple herbs.”

			“I didn’t know I was going to be tested. I might have passed on the wine.” He rubbed the back of his neck nervously.

			“I’ll start out easy.” She grabbed a few of the small, rounded leaves and crushed them with her fingertips, then held them up to him. “Good for digestion and a cure for nausea.”

			“Peppermint,” he said with a laugh. “That’s too easy.”

			“Excellent. How about this one?” She pulled a few of the small featherlike tendrils from a stalk and held the herb out to him.

			“This one isn’t as strong, but it’s familiar.” His warm hands gently enfolded hers, pulling her closer. He closed his eyes and inhaled. “Dill?”

			Lily laughed. “You’re two for two.”

			He lowered her hand, it remained clasped in his. “And what’s the medicinal use of dill? My mother mostly used it in soups.”

			“It’s very good for the liver. In high enough doses, it’s an excellent cure for jaundice.”

			Feeling an odd mixture of discomfort and a kind of giddiness, she pulled her hand away and busied her fingers with a twig that had some almond-shaped leaves clinging to it. She plucked a few leaves, then crushed them between her fingertips and held them out to him.

			“Oh! It’s strong, whatever it is, which is a good thing between the peppermint and dill.” He held her fingertips close to his nose and closed his eyes. “It’s nothing like anything I’ve run across on the farm, I don’t think. Yet…distinctive.”

			“Do you give up?”

			“So easily? You must know me better than that.” He raised a brow. “It’s maddeningly familiar. Perhaps if I could…taste?”

			Lily tried to pull her hand away, to pull some leaves for him to taste, but he didn’t let go of her hand.

			“Very well,” he murmured, watching her with a very serious expression. He lifted her fingertips. His lips parted and he slid her index finger along the edge of his mouth, just tasting the tip with his tongue.

			Her heart fluttered about her chest like a panicked bird in a cage.

			“Mmm,” he murmured. “Tastes lovely. Is it…licorice?”

			She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

			“So I’m three for three. I passed?”

			She nodded again, feeling a fool.

			“What’s my prize?”

			“More wine?” She reached around for the bottle. It was empty, as dry as her throat.

			“How about—” he raised a brow “—another taste?”

			She gave a skeptical glance toward the remnants of the herb garden. “Really, there isn’t much left but garlic.”

			“I wasn’t thinking of plants.” Sam slid closer to her. His warm fingertip glided along her jawline, tilting her chin toward him.

			Lily swallowed—wanting this, terrified of this.

			He leaned down. His lips, warm and soft, brushed against her mouth. She shuddered involuntarily and pulled back.

			“It wasn’t as bad as all that, was it?” he asked, his voice soft and low.

			As confused as she was, the crestfallen look on his face made her heart stutter. She shook her head. “No, not at all. It’s just… Sam, you know what they say about foolish people rushing into things during wartime.”

			“You’re not a foolish sort though, Lily. Neither of us are.”

			Lily considered his words. He really did have a point.

			“It’s not the war. It’s you.” He wrapped one arm about her waist and looked down at her, his blue eyes shining in the moonlight. “What I’m about to tell you will go against everything my brother ever told me about women, but the truth is, Lily—I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about you. I didn’t know it was possible to feel like this.”

			Sam kissed her then, and everything seemed suspended in time and space: her breath, her heart, her thoughts—everything stopped. The only thing she knew was Sam’s warm, tender mouth on hers. When she wrapped her arms about his neck, he deepened the kiss, teasing the seam of her mouth with the tip of his tongue. It was beyond wonderful and for a moment, suspended as she was, Lily wished she could remain forever like that, lost in his arms and his kiss.

			“Mmm,” he murmured. “Much better than licorice.” He pulled back from her and she took a much needed gulp of air. He watched her carefully, seeming to try to gauge her reaction. After a moment, he spoke. “Maybe it’s the moonlight or the wine, but I feel quite bolder than usual. And even though I’m a bumbling farmer with a dent in his head, and you’d be crazy to consider me, I must tell you how I feel. I love you, Lily. Simple as that.”

			“Oh, Sam.” She bit her lip.

			“You don’t have to say anything in return.” He patted her hand reassuringly. “I know I’m not much of a catch. Half mad and…”

			“No, Sam.” Lily interrupted. “That’s not it at all. I care for you, very much.”

			Sam shook his head, relieved. “Ah, thank hell. At least Baden isn’t wrong about everything.”

			“Baden? Why would you bring your brother up?”

			“No reason.” He blushed again. Such a miserable liar. “And now, if you’d indulge me?” He lifted his hands to her shoulder, tentatively, then began to untie her white scarf. “I’ve been curious about something for a very long time. Tormented by it, actually.”

			“Tormented?” she asked. “Such drama. It seems that Gordy truly is rubbing off on you.”

			“I really must see what your hair looks like beneath this scarf.” He pulled her scarf from her head and folded it neatly, handing her the tidy, white square. Then he looked at her again with a question in his eyes. She wasn’t entirely sure what the question was, so she looked away—past his shoulder at the herb garden. He reached up again, and began to remove her hair pins with tentative motions.

			“I’ve never removed a lady’s hair pins before,” he said. He concentrated upon his task the way a man might defuse a bomb. “How am I doing?”

			“Very well.” She waited for a moment, then asked, “I’ve never had a gentleman remove my hair pins before. How am I doing?”

			“I’ll let you know in a moment,” he replied with a grin. After removing the last of the pins, he ran his fingers through her hair, then leaned back. “I knew that it was auburn, but it’s wavier than I’d imagined. You’re so beautiful, Lily. Thank you. I’ve wanted to do that for a very long time.”

			He wrapped his arms about her waist and pulled her back into his warm embrace, kissing the tip of her nose. It was sweet and a little goofy, but somehow the perfect thing to make Lily melt.

			“You were saying, Miss Curtis, that you care for me. I believe you even amended the statement with a ‘very much’ toward the end.”

			Lily took in a shuddering breath before she began. “But you know what they say about wartime romances.”

			“‘I care for you very much’ should never be followed by a ‘but’. Didn’t they teach you that in Canada?” He gave her temple a tender kiss. “And need I remind you, Lord Nelson and Lady Hamilton had a wartime romance which has already become legendary.”

			“Well,” Lily continued, “we’re also very different. You being English and me being Canadian.”

			He leaned down and nuzzled her neck, delivering a delicious, long kiss just beneath her jaw that made her want to wriggle. “Cleopatra and Antony were from very different countries. Different continents too.”

			“Things didn’t end so well for any of these couples you’re mentioning,” she said.

			“They got all the bad luck.” His voice was low in her ear. “You’re going to have to do better than that, Miss Curtis.”

			“And…and…” Her resolve was crumbling like a sand castle surrendering to high tide. “It’s against VAD rules.”

			“Which you break daily without compunction,” he said as he kissed her earlobe in a way that made her shiver.

			“And there’s your family,” she blurted. “They would think I was taking advantage of an ill man. They would think me crass and opportunistic.”

			He pulled away from her and immediately she wished she could take her words back so that he could keep doing such delicious things to her neck. To her relief, he wore a wide grin. “Well, I shall have to stop you right there, Lily, and I won’t need a history lesson for this one. You ‘taking advantage of me’ would be the very last thing they’d think. You’d be terribly disappointed if you knew the truth of their opinion on the matter.”

			“Well now you must tell me,” she said.

			He shook his head and looked slightly embarrassed. “They’d be little shocked and a lot relieved that the unromantic, clodhopping farmer found someone willing to put up with him.” He looked down at her through his too-long lashes, his expression painfully earnest. “This likely won’t surprise you, given what you’ve just experienced, but before this night I’ve never even tried to kiss a girl.”

			His honesty stripped away all her remaining resistance.

			“How did I do?” he asked, biting his bottom lip.

			“My insides have all turned to jelly and I’m finding it hard to breathe,” Lily confessed. “I think you must have done quite well.”

			“Either that or you have the flu.” He grinned and kissed the top of her forehead, his lips lingering. “No fever,” he muttered.

			She reached up and ran her fingertips along the back of his neck. When she felt his muscles shiver beneath her touch, a rise of raw, feminine power swelled within her. It was a delightful feeling.

			For this one bright moment, the war, the world, fell away. They weren’t a wounded soldier with a dent in his skull, troubled by life-threatening seizures, and a terribly out-of-place VAD who struggled daily with the horrors of triage. They were just a man and a woman. Lily and Sam.

			From just beyond the herb garden, a light flickered from the kitchen window. Lily’s already pounding heart rate climbed to a gallop.

			Whoever was walking about would likely stay inside, she knew. But should that person step into the back garden or take a long, hard look out the window, they’d discover Lily and Sam—with an empty bottle of wine between them.

			She pulled away from him. “I think…that perhaps we should return, Sam.”

			His expression turned so crestfallen that she had to rush to explain. “Someone is up and about in there—” she inclined her head toward the kitchen window “—and the consequences should we be caught would be rather dire.”

			Sam looked over his shoulder at the shadowed outline of New Bedlam. “By all means.” Before she could stop him, he took the few steps to his wheelchair. Instead of settling back into it, he paused for a moment, then gathered her back into his arms.

			“You won’t regret this in the morning, will you, darling?” His lips curved into a smile. “Darling,” he marveled. “I’ve just called you darling.”

			“Yes,” she replied.

			“Yes, you’ll regret it?” He sounded stunned.

			“Yes, you called me darling.” She moved her hand up and brushed a curly lock of hair out of his eyes. “And…no, Sam. I shan’t regret it. I should rather think I will tuck tonight away and dine on it for a long, long while.”

			“That’s perfect.” His eyes shone with sincerity. “As shall I.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			The next morning, Sam woke feeling as though the sun might burst from his chest. He blinked rapidly a few times, staring at the dingy ceiling. Ah, yes. New Bedlam, the Western Front. Strange how the events of last night, the feel of Lily’s warm lips, had seemed to erase all that—transporting him to a place far away from the war and all the misery that came in its wake.

			“‘Morning.” Gordy interrupted his thoughts with all the grace of an artillery shell. “Thought you might be sleeping in today.” Gordy sat up in bed, wearing a wide grin.

			Sam stretched. “Not for me. Sun’s shining, VADs’ll be bringing breakfast by soon. All is right with the world.”

			“So?” Gordy wriggled his eyebrows at Sam suggestively.

			“Oh, forgive me, Gordy. Thank you for the bottle of wine. It was very generous of you. I do hope you kept something for yourself.”

			“I have a bottle, yes.” Gordy stared at Sam impatiently. “But I wasn’t asking about the plonk, Sam.”

			“Oh,” was all Sam said in reply.

			Gordy let out an impatient puff of air. “So how did it go last night? With Lily?”

			“No way, Lieutenant Robbins. A gentleman would never kiss and tell.”

			“But there was kissing!” Gordy rubbed his hands together manically. “Debonair Dwight, after all.”

			Sam couldn’t help but laugh. Truth was, he owed Gordy a huge debt. Without Gordy’s machinations, Sam would have never worked up the courage to find Lily alone in a moonlit garden. And without that particular setting, Sam knew he’d likely have not found a way to attempt such intimacies with her, such bold confessions.

			The ward’s back door banged open, interrupting his reverie. The VAD brigade marched onto the floor, pushing their meal carts—right on cue. At least they’d spare him Gordy’s endless stream of questions. Well, they’d give him a temporary respite, at any rate.

			Unfortunately, Lily was nowhere to be seen amidst the cluster of blue dresses. Rose pushed a cart toward them, busily handing out trays. When she reached Gordy, she gave a small smile. “Good morning, Lieutenant.”

			“Miss Lewis.” Gordy nodded politely, leaving off his friendly wave and teasing banter. It was an unbelievably terse greeting, especially for the chatty Canadian.

			Rose pushed the cart to the head of Sam’s bed, then handed his tray to him. She leaned down to whisper in Sam’s ear. “Lily has triage at the station all day. She asked me to tell you.” When she stood, she wore a pretty blush and the hint of a smile played about her lips.

			“Didn’t you have the night shift, Miss Lewis?” Sam asked, unsure if he was trying to change the subject for Rose or himself. “I’m surprised to see you still at work.”

			“I’m just getting off duty now, sir,” she said.

			Sam looked over to see Gordy glumly picking through his scrambled eggs.

			“Busy night last night then?” Sam asked.

			“Yes, in the Enlisted Ward.” She snuck a guilty glance at Gordy and raised her voice a notch. “There was a fellow from Bristol with a septic leg wound. He was in a bad way and I had to tend to him most of the night.”

			Gordy lifted a forkful of eggs to his mouth and chewed them indifferently.

			“I’d hoped to have more free time, more’s the pity.” She looked directly at Gordy now, but his attentions were focused out the barred window.

			Rose sighed. “Well, enjoy your breakfast, gentlemen.” She returned to her cart and moved down to the next aisle.

			“Poor thing. Sounds like she was quite busy last night,” Sam said.

			Gordy shot him a poisonous glance, then took a bite of toast.

			“She seems like a sweet girl,” Sam continued. “Perhaps you should…”

			“Perhaps you should mind your own business.” Gordy stabbed at his eggs.

			Sam shook his head. “And just yesterday, you were telling me what a fool I was in matters of the heart.”

			“Just…not another word,” Gordy grumbled, attacking his breakfast like it owed him money.

			Sam sighed. He’d have to work on the lad. After the miracle of last night, he at least owed the fellow that much. He took a sip of tea and turned his thoughts toward more pleasant matters. Toward unbound auburn hair and the scent of licorice.

			When Sunday morning dawned, Sam was immediately aware of the significance of the day. It was his one week anniversary of being free from seizures.

			In a mere seven days, so much had changed. His headaches banished, his mind now had the luxury to find words. His limbs didn’t shake and he no longer woke up feeling exhausted. One short week and he’d healed more than he’d imagined possible. More importantly, he’d kept his promise to Lily.

			He took a deep breath, then exhaled. Lily.

			His physical improvement was nothing to the transformation in his relationship with Lily. He’d given up fighting his feelings for her. Hell, he’d even told her that he loved her, and though she hadn’t confessed love in return, she had very strong feelings for him. When he thought of her shy smile, the way she’d sighed as he kissed her in the back garden, something warm and bright sparked in his chest. It reminded him, vaguely, of the healing light he sensed each time he touched a dying soldier at the front.

			At that thought, Sam immediately felt terribly guilty. A week free of seizures and his growing intimacy with Lily were his pleasures at a cost. During that time, he’d been unable to travel to the trenches, to heal his wounded comrades. While the Tommies bled out for England, he’d spent his time safe in New Bedlam, wooing Lily. He’d shirked his soldier’s duty under obligation of a promise, that was true, but he felt no less a coward for it.

			And now his week was up, and his promise to Lily fulfilled.

			Though over the last few days, the steady flow of casualties had dried out to a trickle, Sam’s conscience hadn’t rested. He knew that fewer admittances to New Bedlam had less to do with action at the front and more to do with the hospital being full to bursting.

			Gordy’s laughter pulled Sam away from his thoughts. A second lieutenant from Australia had been admitted on the far side of Gordy’s bed and he’d been spending the morning chatting the fellow up. Without Gordy’s constant conversation, it was easy for Sam to become lost in thought. He glanced around the ward and was surprised to see that Lily was making rounds with Dr. Raye. They were already halfway across the ward.

			Sam shifted uncomfortably in his bed. He supposed it was too much to hope that Lily had forgotten that his promise had just expired. She wasn’t the sort of woman to let those types of things slip past her attention.

			He kept his eye on Lily and the doctor as they wended their way through the ward. He enjoyed watching her work. She busily scribbled down notes, checked temperatures and rebandaged wounds while the doctor spoke with the patients and indulged in a great deal of nodding.

			“Good morning, Lieutenant, Captain,” Lily said when she and the doctor finally arrived in their corner of the ward. She caught Sam’s eye and gave him a bright smile which caused a spark inside his chest to buzz in a wonderful way. She lifted Sam’s chart from its hook and handed it to Dr. Raye, who scanned its contents with a practiced eye.

			“Good, good.” The doctor cleared his throat. “No seizure activity for a full seven days now, Captain. The Phenobarbital injections seem to be having an effect at last. You’ve been on them for three weeks now and that’s long enough to start making a real difference for you.” He raised his eyes from the chart. “And how are you feeling? Any headaches?”

			“Nothing unusual,” Sam replied. “I get the occasional mild one, but nothing like the sort that preceded the seizures.”

			“Very good.” Raye nodded, then scribbled a few notes on his chart before handing it back to Lily. “Keep on this way for another week and we can see about a transfer.”

			“To where?” Sam asked, his heart plummeting into his stomach.

			Dr. Raye laughed and then cleared his throat. “We’ll see about that when the time comes. For now, your number one priority is to keep improving.”

			“And in the meantime, Doctor, he’s to maintain limited activity?” Lily asked, leveling a very serious glance in Sam’s direction.

			“Oh, by all means,” Dr. Raye said.

			Lily placed a firm hand on Sam’s forearm. “So you’re to be on your best patient behavior. Sunlight, reading letters and anything stressful is still completely out of bounds.”

			“What about moonlight walks in the garden?” Gordy asked just behind her shoulder.

			Dr. Raye’s brows furrowed and he turned to face Gordy with a puzzled expression. “Good morning, Lieutenant Robbins.”

			Before Lily moved to join him, she leaned down to whisper warmly in Sam’s ear. “I mean it, Sam.”

			He nodded. “I understand, Lily.” But he didn’t promise—not a thing.

			“And look at you, Lieutenant,” Dr. Raye said as Lily moved to retrieve Gordy’s chart. “I don’t believe your head has even the slightest trace of a wobble now. A good rest and you’re right as rain. How’s that leg feeling?”

			“Couldn’t be better, sir,” Gordy replied. “Apart from being wrapped in plaster.”

			“Miss Curtis, when is his cast scheduled to be removed?”

			Lily glanced down at Gordy’s chart. “September seventh, sir.”

			“So do you think you can manage another three weeks with us?”

			“Yes, sir,” Gordy said. “Ready to return to duty before that, if you want to know.”

			Dr. Raye thinned his lips as he looked down at Gordy. His eyes narrowed a bit, as though he was considering a particularly puzzling wound. “As I remember, Lieutenant, you speak German, don’t you?”

			“I do.”

			“I may have just the ticket for you. It’s not a guarantee, you understand, but I’ve got a college chum stationed at Haig’s office who might be able to find a suitable position for you. I think you’d do splendidly at HQ. They’re always looking for translators. Would that suit you?”

			Gordy said nothing for a few moments. Since it was so utterly unlike the lad to be at loss for words, his silence was unsettling. When he spoke, his tone was serious. “I shouldn’t like to shirk my duty at the front, sir. But I thank you just the same.”

			Dr. Raye reached down to pat Gordy’s shoulder. It was a surprisingly tender gesture for the usually professional doctor. “You’d still be in France, son. And I believe you’ve already done your duty and then some. All the lads from your unit did. What the Newfoundland Regiment sacrificed in this war will never be forgotten. But I think that they, and you, have given quite enough for now. And you might be of greater service where your language skills can be better put to use.”

			When Gordy didn’t respond, the doctor gave him another pat. “I’ll let you know what I can manage, in the meantime, do give it serious consideration, won’t you?”

			Before Gordy could respond, Lily stepped forward, leveling a severe look in his direction. “Oh, he’ll think about it. The good Lieutenant owes me a favor, actually, and I feel quite of a mind to call it in.”

			Dr. Raye cleared his throat. “Oh dear, Lieutenant. When it comes to Miss Curtis, I’m afraid you’re on your own.” He grinned and stepped across the aisle to continue rounds.

			Lily joined him, but not before raising a brow in Gordy’s direction. “I’ll be by to talk about this later,” she said.

			As soon as she was out of earshot, Gordy looked at Sam with wide eyes. “Bluebird can be downright terrifying.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			Sam laughed in response.

			The topic of the fearsome Miss Curtis soon gave way to Gordy’s second favorite subject, just behind tall tales of the Canadian wilderness: ward gossip. Sam’s mind was on Lily, however, and he paid little mind to what Gordy was actually saying until a phrase caught him off guard.

			“…called him ‘The Angel of the Somme.’ Says he’s not the only fellow who’s seen him too.”

			Sam caught his breath. “What was that again, Gordy? What’s this about an angel?”

			“A fellow I was talking to earlier today. He was talking about this ghostly fellow they’ve seen wandering around in the trenches just after a big to-do.”

			Sam’s heart thundered in his ears. “Can you point him out to me?”

			“The ‘Angel of the Somme’ fella? He’s been seen at the trenches, not around here.”

			“Not him!” Sam was surprised by the sharpness of his voice. “The fellow who told you about him. Where is he?”

			Gordy looked a bit shaken at Sam’s tone. He inclined his head toward the front of the ward. “He was in with that lot. Don’t see him now. He’s an amputee, though and they ship those lads to Blighty as soon as they’re able.”

			Sam struggled to keep his voice calm, trying to sound conversational. “What else can you tell me about what he said?”

			Gordy shrugged and eyed Sam carefully. “Not much. I reckon it’s a lot of bollox. What kind of heavenly creature would fancy hanging around the Western Front? Besides, the way this fellow told it, his angel was dressed in hospital blues. Everybody knows a proper angel wears bed sheets and a halo.”

			Sam closed his eyes, trying to compose himself.

			Angel of the Somme. A man dressed in hospital blues.

			They had to be speaking about him. There could be no reasonable doubt about it now.

			Finally, he had some sort of proof that whatever he’d been doing hadn’t been a delusion. Surely the fact that someone had seen him meant that his trips to the trenches were—might be—quite real. Stories of a ghostly angel wouldn’t be enough proof to take to anyone, not even Lily. But it was enough for Sam, at least for now.

			The confirmation of the reality of his trench visits, even if it was by way of ward gossip, only fueled the niggling of guilt Sam had been fighting down, however.

			He was caught, as thoroughly as if he were hanging on the wire in No Man’s Land. If he triggered a seizure, he would wound Lily terribly and risk death. If he did nothing, his comrades died.

			Sam was damned no matter which path he took. They both seemed the coward’s way out.

			He lay back and a dozen questions chased around his mind. Should he chance healing the men or break Lily’s heart? After more than a week, did he still have the ability to travel to the trenches? What if he no longer was able to enter into a seizure? If he were shipped back to England, would distance impair his ability to heal soldiers? How could he bear leaving Lily, especially now?

			After a long while, he drifted down into an uneasy sleep.

			For the next few days, Sam dithered.

			It was the new arrivals of Irish Fusiliers that did it. Seeing their torn bodies and exhausted faces was all it took to push Sam over the edge.

			The Faughs had been ordered to go over the top and had obeyed—despite the fact that their orders had carried them directly toward two particularly well-defended machine gun nests and an impenetrable wall of barbed wire. The casualty count had been brutal.

			Lily had been tasked with triage, as usual and had been at the station for fifteen-hour days. Sam lay abed as the steady stream of wounded poured into the ward, most of them with bandaged stumps where limbs had been. The sight was almost more than Sam could bear. He watched guiltily, uselessly, as they were loaded into their hospital cots near him, half of them too drugged to know they’d survived.

			Sam’s conscience hammered away at him, set up a room in the back of his mind and made itself as at home as his headaches had ever been. He shifted on his bed.

			To continue to lie back and do nothing wore on him. He felt derelict in his duty to be able to help his fellow Tommy, yet he sat back and did nothing. Even if another seizure might mean risking his life, what of it? These fine men risked their lives daily.

			On the other hand, Lily would be devastated should he place his life in such danger.

			Goddamn this bloody war to hell. Putting himself at risk was one thing, but the thought of causing pain to Lily was unbearable. And while he was damning things, Sam damned himself for having to make such a cruel choice.

			When Sam glanced at Gordy, he was relieved to see that he was focused on his Australian neighbor again. Gordy waved his arms in the air, selling a punch line and the Australian laughed.

			If he didn’t move now, he might not have another chance.

			Sam sat up in bed, knowing he didn’t have the luxury of contemplation. If he considered the ramifications of what he was about to do, he’d remember Lily in the garden. The feel of her hair between his fingers. The way she sighed when she said his name. The vulnerability in her eyes when she looked at him so trustingly.

			He flicked a glance over to the double amputee across the aisle from him. The man stared out the window blankly, not registering Sam’s presence in the slightest.

			Decision made, Sam reached down to the second shelf of his bedside table. He gripped the edge of the wicker basket that held his correspondence and brought it to his lap.

			Since Lily hadn’t been by to read to him for several days, there had to be some unopened mail. Sure enough, an envelope from Evie sat atop the tidy pile. Sam tore it open and began to read.

			Dearest Sam, I hope you’re not getting tired of hearing from me already. I don’t mean to bother you with too much mail, but we’re growing terribly anxious to see you.

			Sam felt a slight pain stir in the back of his head, but it wasn’t nearly as sharp as it had been—as it needed to be.

			He gritted his teeth and forced his concentration onto the page like a torch beam.

			Your old friend, Chris Borle, came home just the other day. Mum and I stopped by after he settled in. He was in great spirits and asked after you. He was wounded at the Somme too and lost most of his right leg to a mine. I told him that you’d be homebound soon and he’s looking forward to…

			Blast and damnation. Sam stared at the letter, squinting his eyes.

			A slight headache. Nothing more.

			In the past, it had only taken a few lines of reading before his headache had sprung to life, opening his doorway to the trenches. Dr. Raye had said that the Phenobarbital would reduce his seizures, but it seemed impossible that such a thing as a drug could erase his path to the battlefield so completely.

			He stared down at the letter, feeling like a boy in short pants prodding a bull with a twig and the bull couldn’t work up the interest to even be annoyed by his efforts.

			Sam flipped Evie’s letter back into the basket and swung his legs around to sit up on the edge of his bed. He stood quickly, thankful that Gordy remained distracted and that none of the VADs had spotted him.

			So far, so good. It was time to go over the top—even though in this new world, that once ominous phrase now merely meant walking across the room to stand in the sunlight. His legs had done well enough in the garden and surely couldn’t protest a short stroll across the ward.

			He slipped between the beds and stole toward the large, barred windows lining the southern edge of the room. When his feet stepped onto the sun-warmed tiles, he gripped the window ledge with both hands, preparing for the worst.

			His head gave a slight kick. Nothing more. It was a mere housecat when he needed a ravenous tiger.

			Sam inhaled deeply, then took a final step, bringing his body fully into the sunlight. He lifted his face to the sun and a battlefield of emotions warred within him: fear, guilt, shame. Sadly, bravery was not among them.

			In for a penny, in for a pound.

			He tilted his chin up and lifted his eyes, looking directly at the sun.

			A blade of pain sliced into his temple.

			Oh, hello again. I remember you, old friend.

			“Oi, Sam.” Gordy’s puzzled voice called from behind him.

			Sam gritted his teeth. Not now, Gordy. Give me just a moment. Please. You don’t know how important this is.

			“Captain Sam Dwight!” Gordy’s tone had shifted to one of alarm in no time at all.

			Another bright beam of pain shot through Sam’s head—just behind his eyes. He watched his hand begin to twitch unsteadily on the windowsill. Losing his grip, he leaned against the ledge, feeling strangely detached from it all. It was as though his body belonged to some other soldier in some other hospital far from where he stood.

			“Sister?” Gordy again. “Can I get some help here? Captain Dwight is—”

			The white light streaming into his eyes suddenly flooded his vision with red. Sam blinked. The floor rushed up to meet him with impossible speed. Just as he was about to slam his face against the warm terra cotta tiles—he was suddenly gone.

			Transported once again.

			Sam knew where he was immediately, even before opening his eyes. The mud and blood stench of the trenches was as unforgettable as it was horrific. He opened his eyes to find himself lying on the edge of a sump hole.

			He poked his head up cautiously to scan the battlefield. The ground was covered in a fine mist and an eerie calm lay over the scene. No shells hit the earth, no sounds of gunfire spattered in the distance. The battle had passed over this place hours ago.

			Sam turned to look behind him. Fifty yards back, he could see figures carrying litters through the mist. Whether they were collecting the dead or living, he could not tell. He also had no way of knowing if the distant figures were allies or enemies.

			He sat up and a fresh stab of pain sliced through his mind. He squinted, searching out a landmark, any sign of where he might be. Though it was difficult to see through the low fog, he made out a battle-scarred barn. It had been shelled thoroughly, however, and would be useless as any kind of distinguishing feature.

			A faint gurgling sound interrupted him. It came from the far side of the sump hole, near a blasted tree stump. Sam stood on wobbly legs and walked over to investigate. A young soldier lay propped up against a tangle of roots. By his uniform, Sam could tell he was a member of the Irish Fusiliers. The lad was terribly young, no more than seventeen, with gangly limbs and bright red hair. And just below his top lip, most of his jaw had been shattered, torn up by shrapnel of machine gun bullets. His neck and chest were covered in blood and gore. It was all Sam could do to not avert his gaze.

			He knelt by the young man, the pain in his head urging him to hurry.

			The soldier took another gurgling breath and looked in Sam’s direction, but his eyes were glazed and unfocused. Sam couldn’t tell if the lad was even aware that he was there.

			The boy’s canteen, drained dry with the lid off, lay beside him. O’Reilly was printed neatly on the side.

			“O’Reilly. Is that you?” Sam asked, fighting against the demon of pain tearing about in his head.

			The soldier nodded and his pupils dilated a little. He reached his hand out toward Sam and gurgled a word that might have been “please.”

			“It’s all right, O’Reilly. I’m here to help you.” Sam reached his hand toward the boy and touched his grasping hand.

			The instant he touched the soldier’s fingertips, the white light and the heat returned. Strings of energy danced down the length of Sam’s arm and flowed into the boy—a river of pure power. The screaming agony in Sam’s head blinked out, as if someone snuffed a candle.

			The boy, the battlefield and finally Sam himself faded to black.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Sam came slowly out of the darkness. His whole being, felt swollen and broken. Pain raced down his muscles and up his spine to collect in his head in a burst of agony worthy of a firework on Guy Fawkes Night. He wanted to groan, but wasn’t certain he had enough energy.

			His head throbbed, but when he moved to rub his hand across his forehead, his arm wouldn’t budge.

			Strange.

			Sam lifted his heavy lids, dreading the pain. When the light stabbed in though his eyes, he found the strength to groan after all. He tried to move his arm again, but it was absolutely immobile.

			Daring to open his eyes a bit wider, he squinted an agonizing glance at his arm. It took his muddled mind a moment to understand what exactly he was seeing.

			His wrist had been secured to the bed frame with a thick leather strap. When he carefully shifted his gaze to the other arm, he found it had been strapped down in a similar fashion.

			Well, damn.

			He tilted his head up, just a little, and a nauseating wave of pain sloshed in his head. He squinted, willing his way through it. After a few moments, the tide subsided and he opened his eyes again, looking to the right of his bed, where Lily always sat.

			Instead of green eyes, however, his gaze was met with a pair of brown ones, sitting above a puckered mouth. Sister Newell watched him with a clinical detachment.

			“You’re awake,” she intoned.

			“I am,” he said in a croak.

			Sister Newell stood and lifted the chart that hung from a hook at the foot of his bed. She scribbled a few notes down, then leveled a glance at him. “Are you in pain?”

			“Yes.”

			She stepped out of his line of vision, but he didn’t have the ability to turn his head enough to follow her. She returned in a moment, a syringe in her hand.

			“I’m going to give you something.” Her voice was professional, detached. She unfastened his drawers, tugged them down a few inches, and slipped the needle into his thigh.

			“I need to attend to others.” She gave him an annoyed expression, as though he’d purposefully been keeping her from her duties. “You should feel relief momentarily.”

			Sam nodded, forgetting for a moment the consequences of moving his head. A fresh wave of pain crashed against his skull.

			Sister Newell turned toward Gordy’s bed. “Should your neighbor cause any further trouble, please let us know, Lieutenant.”

			“Of course, Sister,” Gordy replied.

			Sister Newell floated off down the aisle.

			Ever so slowly, Sam turned his gaze toward Gordy’s bed. Gordy narrowed his eyes and he jerked his head toward Sam. The gesture was less a friendly acknowledgement and more the kind of “come on then” motion a man might give another just before a back alley brawl.

			Sam had never been in worse position for this type of thing. Especially from Gordy, of all people.

			Sam closed his eyes. He barely had the strength to stand against the pulse of pain long enough to maintain consciousness, let alone whatever Gordy might have to say. He willed his muscles to relax and waited for the welcome relief of the opiate cloud he was promised.

			Gordy gave a snort worthy of Lady P. “Oi, that’s not going to work, Captain. Sir.”

			“You…don’t understand,” Sam mumbled.

			“Or perhaps you don’t.” The undertone of fury in Gordy’s voice was more than a little unnerving. “We didn’t know if you were coming out this time. You didn’t even wake up after, like you usually do.”

			Sam felt a numbing splash of opium wrap around his mind, just at the edges, but seeping through to the center, quick and merciful. He still didn’t open his eyes.

			“Had to tie you up, they did. For your own good,” Gordy said. “The one benefit of this place being a former loony bin is that they had these tie-ups in the back, for them that have gone dolally enough to need them. Like you. Why did you do it, Sam?” The one thing that was more disturbing than Gordy’s anger was the sorrow—the confusion—that Sam heard simmering beneath the surface of his voice.

			Sam knew he couldn’t tell Gordy the truth. If he tried, it would only serve to convince Gordy that Sam really was insane. He said nothing as the morphine wrapped him up and carried him away.

			The squeak of the evening meal cart woke him. He opened his eyes to see Lily placing Gordy’s meal tray on his table.

			“Looks smashing, this,” Gordy said with forced enthusiasm.

			“You’re kind, but it’s cold ham and cheese with bread. Only a step above bully beef.” She gave her countryman a weak smile. When she looked up, she caught Sam’s eye and her smile immediately dropped from her face like it was too hot to hold.

			Lily pulled up the chair and perched the tray on her lap. She cut a bite of ham, added some cheese on top and lifted a forkful to Sam’s face. He opened his mouth and accepted it wordlessly.

			Perhaps her silence was for the best. If she asked for an explanation, he’d be damned if he could give her anything she was likely to believe.

			He was halfway through the meal before he felt steady enough to look directly at her. What he saw tore at his heart. Her eyes were red-rimmed and the tip of her upturned nose was pink. She’d been crying. Growing up with Evie, he knew the look well. He cursed himself for being the one to bring her to tears.

			At the far end of the room, Sam saw Matron Marshall making her way through the ward. She stopped every few beds to give instructions to a VAD or inquire about a patient’s condition. Somehow, the woman managed to make strolling look vaguely like a march.

			“The straps? How long?” Sam asked. Better to ask Lily than the matron. As angry as Lily might be, at least she’d be straight with him.

			“They’ll remain for the foreseeable future.” Her lips were a thin line. Her face took on an expression that was so close to the matron’s that it was more than a little frightening.

			“Doctor’s orders? Or could I…”

			Her eyes flashed angrily. “The straps were my idea. I found them in the back amidst a pile of moldy straitjackets. If the jackets had been in better condition, you’d be tied down in one of those right now.”

			Lily stood to leave just as Matron Marshall reached them. Lily gripped the tray so tightly that her knuckles were white. She kept her head down. Sam knew it was to hide her distress from the matron. He felt miserable and guilty as she walked away.

			“Captain Dwight,” the matron said in a clipped tone.

			“Ma’am.” He had the strangest urge to salute, but the leather straps weren’t about to let him.

			“You had a most unfortunate incident earlier today. Would you care to explain yourself?”

			“No,” he said, then added as an afterthought, “ma’am.”

			“The RAMC is hard pressed enough tending to the men who’ve been wounded on the battlefield. We have neither the staff nor the ability to tend to a patient who’s intent on causing injury to himself.”

			She waited a few moments for Sam to respond. When he didn’t, she continued. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

			“Ma’am, I know it must…look bad. I assure you that I am not suicidal.”

			“Then how can you explain your actions?”

			But Sam said nothing. He couldn’t explain them. Not to her, not to Gordy. Even if he could manage to get Lily alone, he wasn’t sure he could even explain it to her.

			“I thought as much.” Matron Marshall gave him a distinctively disgusted glance and snatched up his chart. She scribbled a few notes, then returned it to its hook. “You’re considered a danger to yourself, Captain. You’ll remain in restraints.”

			She turned to leave and Sam watched her walk away, unable to say anything.

			The next day brought a trickle of new patients to New Bedlam. By their thick Irish accents, Sam guessed they were more Fusiliers, collected late from the Battle of Pozières. Since Sam was on the outs with Gordy and everyone else at New Bedlam, he’d been excluded from the usual ward gossip.

			Being lashed to his bed like a madman meant that a VAD, usually Lily, fed him breakfast, lunch and supper. Last week, spending that much time in her company would have been the highlight of his day, even tied up like a rabid dog. Everything was different now.

			Sam and Lily endured each meal in misery. Lily fed him in silence and Sam complied. Neither spoke. An invisible, impenetrable wall had been erected between them. Sam was heartsick at what he’d done, but helpless to find a way around it.

			Even if he could somehow find the words to explain to Lily why he’d triggered the seizure, they were never alone long enough to begin such a conversation. Since the incident, Gordy had been especially protective of Bluebird, observing Sam carefully whenever Lily came by. And Matron Marshall constantly cast a watching for the suicidal loony glance his way every time she stepped foot on the ward.

			Sam had to face it. If there was a way to explain things to Lily, it completely eluded him.

			After supper on the second day following his seizure, the whole hopeless situation was getting to him. He felt restless to the point of bursting. The damned restraints rubbed his skin raw and were a constant reminder of his new, quasi-lunatic status.

			With little choice to do anything else, Sam watched as a few of the ambulatory patients paced the aisles, conversing amongst themselves. It was a nightly tradition after supper, a New Bedlam version of taking an evening stroll.

			As they milled past, no one stopped to talk with him. He supposed being tied down to his bed was not terribly conducive to idle chatter.

			After a time of watching the men file past his bed, he noticed one fellow in particular. He was a very tall man, early thirties, with a long handlebar mustache. Each time he limped by Sam’s bed, he would pause, ever so slightly, and turn to look at Sam. He wouldn’t speak, just look at him, then limp off to make another circuit. It was unnerving.

			After his fifth loop by his bed, Sam could stand it no longer. Unable to raise his hand in greeting, he gave the man a very distinctive nod.

			The fellow seemed startled at first, and it took him a moment to recover and raise his hand in reply.

			“Nice night for a walk.” Sam decided to go with something as banal as possible.

			“It is,” the soldier nodded.

			“I must ask,” Sam said, “do I know you?”

			“I’m not sure.” The man fiddled with his mustache. Rather than approach Sam’s bed, where they could have a normal conversation, he lingered in the aisle so Sam had to crane his neck about to see him.

			“Perhaps we shared a trench at some point. Captain Sam Dwight, with the Thirty-second, at your service.”

			“Lieutenant Colin Daly. I’m with the Fusiliers.”

			“Ah, you’ve just seen a bit of action at Pozières, haven’t you?” Sam had likely taken his most recent trip to that very spot. He swallowed and forced back his excitement. He looked enough of a lunatic being chained to his bed and the last thing he could afford would be to spook the man.

			Daly nodded his confirmation. “Aye, I’m with the Faughs.” He continued to watch Sam carefully, like a cat sizing up an unfamiliar dog.

			Sam tried another approach. “Inky Bill has quite the reputation on the battlefield.” A man couldn’t go wrong saying something kind about a soldier’s commanding officer.

			Daly laughed nervously, but gave nothing else away.

			“I’ll be honest, Lieutenant Daly, I don’t recollect meeting you but you appear to know me, somehow.” When the man didn’t respond, Sam pressed on. “Do you know me? Have you seen me before?”

			Daly tilted his head toward Sam as he continued to twist his mustache. “Might be that you look familiar.”

			Sam waited, biting his tongue—trying not to frighten the man away.

			Daly rubbed his hand across his face, then tilted his head toward Sam. “Might have been I saw you at action at Pozières, just two days back. Could that have been so?”

			Since it was impossible for Sam to answer the question honestly, instead he asked one of his own. “What did you see me doing?”

			The man nodded, keeping his eyes trained on Sam. “I thought I saw you with O’Reilly.”

			“O’Reilly?” Sam struggled to keep his voice calm.

			“My corporal. He was in a bad way and we were going to come back for him with the second wave of ambulances. I thought I saw you…might have seen you with him.”

			“Is O’Reilly all right?” Sam struggled to sit up in bed. “I’d like to talk to him.”

			Daly bit his bottom lip. “Don’t rightly know what happened to him. Soon as I got to the field hospital, the Jerry pillbox started firing again. I haven’t seen O’Reilly since.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Sam said.

			Daly tugged on his mustache. “Just before the machine guns opened up, I looked back at him and that was when it happened. Right queer it was. A fellow dressed up in hospital blues reaching out to give O’Reilly a hand up. There was a strange flash, a mortar round I suppose, and when the light got back to normal, you were gone.”

			After a few moments of silence, he took a step toward Sam. “So was it you that helped O’Reilly?”

			“I…I have a head injury,” Sam said. “Seizures. It’s why they’ve got me trussed up here like a Christmas goose. The details in my head are a little unclear, but I’d like to think I helped him.”

			Daly nodded. He watched Sam, cautiously, for a few moments, as though weighing something in his mind. “Glad to see you’re real. We’d taken a real pounding that afternoon, but I have to tell you, I thought I was seeing things when you showed up like you did. And it wasn’t just that you were out of uniform.”

			“What was it, then?”

			“You seemed more ghost than man.” Daly responded. “Just had a right…peculiar air about you. And why were you wearing hospital clothes in the middle of a battle?”

			“It’s…very difficult to explain,” Sam said cautiously. Daly continued to watch Sam as though he might possibly be contagious and Sam was terrified he’d frighten the man off.

			Daly cleared his throat and took a step back. “Thank you, Captain. For whatever it was you did for O’Reilly. I…really should be off now.”

			Daly turned and began walking away.

			“Thank you,” Sam called after him. “And when you see O’Reilly, please pass on my regards. I’d very much like to speak with him, if that’s possible.”

			Daly lifted a hand in acknowledgement and continued down the aisle.

			Sam lay back on his bed and closed his eyes, awash in relief.

			At last. At long bloody last, he finally had something that proved he wasn’t mad. Someone—Lieutenant Colin Daly, to be exact—had seen him outside the hospital. And Corporal O’Reilly for that matter. Whatever was happening was more than visions.

			It was real.

			Sam didn’t merely have a vague place or part of a name. He had eye witnesses. He had some confirmation. He could finally tell someone the truth about what had been going on. Most importantly, he could tell Lily.

			This made all the difference in the world.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			The local villagers had scheduled a play for New Bedlam on Friday afternoon. Luckily, the weather had cooperated and the sun shone brightly on the back garden.

			Since most of the patients were well enough to attend the show, the wards were nearly empty. Matron Marshall had taken the opportunity to order the beds stripped and the floors mopped. Lily and Rose were making a bed in the officers’ ward when they were interrupted.

			“Miss Curtis?” Sister Newell placed her hand on Lily’s back. “While the ward is still, you should tend to that one.” She gestured toward Sam, who had apparently been demoted from captain to that one. “He needs a shave. All the other VADs are afraid to go near him. His restraints are a bit…off-putting.” She puckered her lips in thought, squinting across the room at Sam.

			Lily gave Rose an apologetic glance and set the sheet on the bed before making her way toward the back of the room to gather shaving supplies.

			She shook her head. Perfect. Shaving Sam. Though she’d shaved patients since she was fifteen, the procedure always made her a little nervous. Suturing a deep wound, removing shrapnel—those were not a problem for her. They were medical procedures. Shaving, however, felt strangely intimate. And one thing she didn’t feel up to, even after three days, was any kind of intimacy with Sam.

			Lily stocked her cart with shaving supplies, then prepared a dish of hot water and set it on the top shelf. After checking the razor for sharpness, she ran it down the strop a few times. Though she told herself the razor was dull, deep inside she knew she was only stalling.

			She’d seen Sam throughout the last few days—feeding him, administering medication and mostly just checking to make sure he hadn’t done anything crazy. They’d been among the most painful days in her life. She’d thought she knew him so well, yet he’d triggered a seizure knowing full well it could kill him. How could she have misjudged him so? She knew that head injury victims could be emotionally unstable, but she thought he’d long since passed that marker.

			One day he was a sweet, sincere man wooing her in the garden, telling her he loved her. The next he’d suddenly transformed into this other creature that would injure himself—kill himself—for no apparent reason. She’d never been so wrong about a person and that knowledge shook her foundations.

			At least Sam hadn’t made any demands. Since being placed in restraints, any time she’d fed him, he appeared contrite. He wordlessly obeyed her every command.

			His meek manner only made her feel worse. She gave the razor a final swipe, then knowing she could delay no longer, pushed her cart through the kitchen door and onto the nearly empty ward.

			Sam watched her approach. As she pulled her cart next to his bed, she was shocked to see that his expression was unabashedly…chipper. There was no other word for it.

			His cheerfulness served as fuel for Lily’s anger. She jerked her cart to a halt, splashing a little hot water on the tiles.

			“I’m here to shave you,” she said.

			At her tone, his expression turned serious. He nodded and looked away.

			Lily splashed a bit of warm water into the shaving mug. She began to whip the shaving brush across the disc of soap at the bottom, building up a good frothy mixture.

			“If you’d tilt your head back, please,” she said.

			Sam complied in silence.

			She lifted the brush from the mug and spread the frothy mixture up his throat, to the base of his chin. She placed her fingers on his throat to steady him. His pulse was warm and comforting against her fingertips.

			“Lily…” he began.

			“It would be better if you don’t speak,” she interrupted.

			“We’ve not talked for days and no one is about just now. Please, who knows when we’ll get another chance like this?”

			“Well, as I’ve got a blade right next to your throat, it would be a good idea if you kept your words for the moment. When you talk, you move my target about.”

			He clenched his jaw. She steadied her trembling hand, dipped the brush back into the mug, then slathered his chin with shaving cream as well. After a moment’s thought, she dipped the brush back in and covered the rest of his face, hiding his clearly aggravated jaw from sight.

			She placed the blade at the base of his throat and slid it upward, just to his chin, then dipped the razor in the basin of warm water. “Look to your left.”

			Sam complied.

			Once she finished his throat, she began on his chin, working her way up to his cheeks. Every time she wanted him to move, she tilted his head this way or that by tugging on his chin with her fingers. And during the whole procedure, his eyes followed her every move. It was fantastically unnerving, but she couldn’t admit that to him. She willed her hands not to shake as she completed the shave as quickly as she could.

			When she finished, she wiped off the excess with a towel.

			“That is much appreciated,” Sam said. When she didn’t reply, he continued on. “I was beginning to feel like a bit of a vagrant. I never could grow a proper beard. Thank you, Lily.”

			“Don’t do that,” she said.

			“Don’t do what?” He tilted his head to the side.

			Don’t look at me like that, she wanted to say. Don’t confuse me so. Don’t be so foolish as to do the things you’ve done—take such terrible risks with your health. “Don’t call me that. If the matron heard, it could get me into trouble.”

			Lily placed the shaving towel on her cart and began to push it away.

			“You can’t leave,” Sam protested.

			Lily hesitated.

			“My mail,” Sam said. “It’s been piling up for days.”

			Lily glanced over at his bedside table. Four unopened letters sat on top in a tidy stack. The top one was addressed in Evie’s familiar, looping script.

			Lily looked back over her shoulder to see how Rose was progressing. Miss Frederick had joined her and they were already nearly half way through the rest of the ward. She supposed she should take a few moments and read his mail to him. No sense in giving him some foolish excuse to try to read his own letters again.

			She settled down in the chair beside his bed and grasped his mail basket. “You have four letters, no five. The top one is from your sister. Would you like me to read it first?”

			Sam paused for a moment and something moved behind his eyes. He looked at her, as if considering something, then spoke. “I’ve changed my mind. Now that I think of it, I owe quite a few letters. Would it be all right if I wrote something instead?”

			Lily shrugged and put down the basket. She pulled out the small sheaf of papers from the bottom shelf. She plucked a pen from her belt and set it down at the top of the paper, ready to write.

			“How about ‘Dear Evie’,” Lily suggested.

			“I’d like to leave the recipient blank for now,” he said.

			“Very well.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t know quite how to begin this letter,” Sam began.

			Lily looked at him. “You’d like to begin with that?”

			“Yes,” Sam said. “If you’d just, please, write that?”

			“‘I’m afraid I don’t know quite how to begin this letter,’” she repeated. After jotting the line, she waited, pen poised.

			“Are you well? Are you tired? Sad? I have no way of knowing. You’re so far away from me, even though you’re seated at my side.” Her hand froze. She forced her eyes on the page before her. If she looked up at Sam, she’d become undone.

			Sam continued. “Lily, I miss you terribly.”

			Tears welled in her eyes.

			He couldn’t do this. She couldn’t bear it.

			“I’m so sorry, darling. I can see I’m causing you pain and I hate myself for it. It seems no matter the path I take, I cause you pain, so I’ve decided to tell you the truth. I only hope you’ll give me a few moments to tell you all of it.”

			He was talking far too fast for her to keep up with him now. Though she kept her eyes on the page, she wrote only random words. Sorry. Darling. Truth.

			“I have a strange thing to tell you. Perhaps you’ll think me even madder than you do already. Perhaps you’ll think it’s a side-effect of the seizures. But, just perhaps, you’ll believe me. I hope you choose the last one.

			“Something very peculiar has been happening whenever I undergo a seizure. I didn’t mention it at first because I thought it was only a dream or a delusion. I couldn’t tell you because I thought you’d think me mad. But it’s not a delusion and I’m not crazy. It’s real. I know that now.”

			Lily gripped her pen, staring down at the sheaf of papers instead. As difficult as this was for her, it had to be harder for Sam.

			“This part will sound unbelievable. I know that. But I know you, Lily. You’re not the sort of person to rush to judgment. And even though my actions have caused you pain, I think deep down, you know there’s more to it than that. You know I wouldn’t risk my life, wouldn’t risk hurting you, without a very good reason.”

			A tear splashed down Lily’s cheek, landing on the mishmash of words she’d written on the paper.

			“Since my very first seizure,” Sam said, “though my body remains physically in this place, there is a part of me that travels to the battlefield. I’m only there a few moments, only long enough to make a difference in one soldier’s life. I reach out. I touch them. They are healed.

			“I know it’s difficult to believe and sounds a little, well, delusional. But I have proof. I’ve talked to a man who saw me during my last episode. He’s an eye witness to the fact that I was miles away, healing a soldier named O’Reilly at the very moment I was here in New Bedlam enduring my most recent seizure.”

			He paused for a long moment. She just sat there, too overwhelmed to move. Her tears were falling more freely now. She lifted her hand to wipe them away.

			“I’m not mad and I’m not suicidal. I’m trying to make a real difference in this miserable war, darling. Surely, you above all people can understand the desire to make that difference, to save a life.

			“Please understand. I say it again—I’d never try to hurt myself and most of all, I’d never try to hurt you. But if you’d been given a gift like this—a chance to heal those on the edge of dying, wouldn’t you use that gift?”

			She couldn’t raise her eyes to look at him, too afraid that she’d fly into a thousand pieces at seeing him. She sat and stared down at the nonsensical words scribbled across the page as her tears fell down her cheeks.

			“I’m sorry that I’m making you cry, that my hands are lashed to this bed and not drying your tears right now, but I—”

			A door opened at the end of the ward, cutting off whatever he’d been about to say. Startled into action, Lily furtively dried her tears with the back of her hand before turning to look.

			Sister Newell had entered the ward pushing a cart with sterilized linens. She cast an expectant eye toward Lily.

			“I…should go.” Lily kept her eyes on her lap, blinking in a futile attempt to make herself appear clear-eyed.

			“Just like that?” Sam asked. “Look at me, Lily, please. Won’t you say something?”

			“I don’t know what to say.”

			“Just tell me that you believe me.”

			Lily took a few deep steadying breaths, then began to tidy the soggy papers she held in her lap. “When I say I don’t know what to say, it’s not a figure of speech, Sam. I truly don’t know what to say to you. I’m sorry.”

			She finally found the courage to glance up at him and what she saw made her heart fall. He looked miserable and desperate, straining at his restraints. Eyes shining with an intensity she’d never before seen in him.

			“So, you don’t believe me?” he asked at last. “I suppose I expected as much.”

			“Sam, please. It’s just…the sensation that you’re traveling outside of your body? These kinds of feelings aren’t uncommon with head injuries.”

			“I understand,” Sam said. “And truth is, if it weren’t happening to me, I’d agree with you completely. I’d say that such a thing isn’t logical or reasonable. I’d say that it was a delusion. It’s what I thought at first too and it’s why I didn’t tell you. The thing is, I have proof now, Lily.”

			“Proof?”

			“Do me a favor,” Sam said. “Before you make up your mind, go and talk to Lieutenant Daly. Colin Daly. Ask him who he saw in the trenches three days past. According to you and everyone else at New Bedlam I was right here, trying to do myself in. So how is it that Daly saw me forty miles away trying to save his corporal?”

			“Sam, I fear you’re missing the point.”

			He stared at her. “What do you mean?”

			“Even if I believed you, even if you had absolute proof, it wouldn’t make any difference.” She finished drying her tears and stood.

			“Wouldn’t make any difference?” he repeated, numbly. “It makes all the difference.”

			“Regardless of your reasons for causing a seizure, the end result is the same. It is killing you by inches. I can’t bear to watch you kill yourself, Sam. I won’t do it.” She folded up the slightly damp sheet of paper and held it tightly in her hand. “I need to assist Sister Newell now.”

			He opened his mouth as if to say something, then closed it again and took a deep breath.

			As she walked away, she heard him call out to her. “Daly. With the Irish Fusillers. Just do that much. Please.”

			“All right,” Lily replied without turning around.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Sam watched as Gordy hobbled about the ward, stopping by each bedside, like a vicar on his rounds. Earlier that morning, the lieutenant had been fitted with a new, mobile cast. Given wings at last, he was taking full advantage of his new freedom.

			Sam tugged against his restraints for the umpteenth time. Even if Gordy had been still stuck in his bed, Sam knew there was little chance the lad would have relieved his boredom. Gordy continued to treat Sam as if he was an original inhabitant of the asylum. The rest of the patients did too. Gossip traveled as fast along the ward as it had in the trenches.

			Sam craned his head around again, trying to spot Lily. He hadn’t seen her since yesterday and was anxious to know if she’d spoken to Daly. Confirmation from the Irishman wouldn’t be enough to heal the wounds he’d given her, but would go a long way toward binding them.

			Unable to read or even converse, Sam was left with little choice but to daydream. He forced his mind from Lily and instead thought of his other life, before the war. He thought of walking through the green fields or watching Molly as she pushed the sheep through the south meadow. He remembered the grove of elms near the river and the way the leaves would drift down to the water, swirling about the eddies as they were carried away.

			Of late, whenever he thought of his farm, he also thought of how much he’d changed since he’d left home. Though it had only been two years, it might as well have been two hundred. When he returned to the farm, he wouldn’t be alone. His wounded mind would carry his guilt, his remembrances of the dead and his memories of Lily.

			Oh, how Lily would love the farm. Though he hadn’t seen her outside of the hospital, whenever she talked about her youth in the wilds of British Columbia, a lovely glow emanated from her green eyes. He could see her now, exploring the woods by the riverbank. It wasn’t quite as rugged as the Cascade wilderness, but he imagined she’d feel quite comfortable there.

			And hunting an escaped pig wouldn’t hold the excitement of the kind of wildlife she was used to.

			He grinned at the thought; his first smile in a long time.

			“Captain Dwight, you’re looking pleased with yourself,” Lily said. He’d been too lost in thought to notice her approach. She looked much better than she had in recent days. She settled in beside his bed with a lunch tray in hand.

			He swallowed. Hello, darling. I was just imagining you chasing a pig through the woods on my farm. Nothing wrong here. I’m perfectly sane.

			“It’s nice to see you, Miss Curtis,” he said, due to the lurking presence of Sister Cudahee on the other side of the aisle. Damn, but he missed calling her Lily.

			“The cook outdid herself today. We’ve got roasted chicken, green beans and boiled parsnips.”

			“Two out of three isn’t bad.”

			“You’re in much better spirits today.” She speared a forkful of chicken and held it to his lips.

			Her friendlier demeanor disarmed him, and he answered honestly. “I’m happy to see you.”

			She stabbed a forkful of parsnips and waved them beneath his nose. He smiled at her, but didn’t open his mouth. She shook her head.

			“Busy morning?” he asked.

			“At noon I’m scheduled to do triage for a hospital train, a transfer from a smaller hospital near Tricourt.” Her face took on a serious expression. “Most of the lads are going straight to the hospital ship.”

			“The word from the front isn’t any better?”

			“The lines haven’t moved significantly.” She shook her head and busied herself cutting some green beans. “In a month’s time, we haven’t gained as much ground as we were supposed to have gotten in the first two hours. You have to wonder why.”

			“Why we’re not winning?” he asked.

			“Why anyone would think this—” she waved her arm over the ward “—unbelievable loss of life is worth a few gained inches of ground. So many mangled bodies, ruined boys—for what?”

			Lily pursed her lips and stabbed a forkful of chicken.

			Sam nodded, but with a mouthful of food was unable to continue the conversation. When the only thing left on his plate was parsnips, he spoke up. “Did you talk to Lieutenant Daly?” He’d intended to approach the subject a little more gracefully, but his plate was nearly empty and she’d soon be gone.

			“No, I’m afraid not.”

			He nodded. He glanced over his shoulder and was relieved that Sister Cudahee had stepped down the aisle and out of hearing range.

			“I tried to,” Lily said. “I looked for him as soon as I’d helped settle the lads after the concert. I’m afraid he was shipped out yesterday morning.”

			“Damnation.” He looked up at her, startled. “I’m so sorry. Forgive my vulgarity.”

			“It’s all right, Sam,” she said. At least he was Sam again.

			“But with Daly gone, there’s not a way to prove the truth of what I’ve told you.”

			She lifted a cup of water to his lips and he drank.

			“You still don’t believe me, do you?” He knew it was too much to ask.

			She said nothing for a few moments, then he felt her fingers on the back of his hand, just in the place where the leather ties didn’t cover him. Her touch was warm and so comforting that he felt his breath catch. Then she moved away.

			“I want to believe you, if that counts for something. The fact remains, no matter how true your story might be—it’s not compelling enough to risk your life.”

			Sam took a deep breath. “Lily, surely as someone who has dedicated herself to saving lives, you can understand…” The sound of rushing footsteps interrupted him. The usually stolid Sister Newell was bustling toward them, shooting a severe glance in Lily’s direction.

			“Miss Curtis, you’re needed,” Sister Newell said as she neared the bed.

			Lily stood, startled. “Yes?”

			“Dr. Raye has requested your presence in number one surgery. He said it was most urgent.” Without waiting for Lily to respond, the nurse fled back down the aisle toward the rear of the room.

			“Surgery? He can’t mean me.” Lily took in a deep breath and shot an apologetic glance toward Sam.

			“She seemed quite certain,” Sam said. “Go on then. Whatever it is, you’ll do fine, Lily. You know that.”

			She stashed his meal tray on the table and scrambled off toward the door.

			A bright light spilled from under the door marked Surgery #1. Lily pushed it open.

			A pale boy lay unconscious on the blood-soaked table. His right leg had nearly been taken off at the knee. It would clearly need to be amputated. Sister Cudahee stood by the patient’s head, administering anesthesia via a mask while Dr. Raye hunched over the lad’s leg. He cast a quick glance up at Lily.

			“Miss Curtis, I need you to do something for me. We’re losing this boy and saline won’t save him. I’m going to attempt a transfusion. What I need from you is to find a volunteer—your way.”

			“You want me to type a donor, sir?”

			“I do. And as quick as you’re able.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Five minutes,” Dr. Raye said. “No longer.”

			Lily didn’t waste precious seconds on a reply. She flew out of the room.

			She tore open the door to the ward and rushed to the supply cabinet. She grabbed a small tray then gathered a handful of syringes, some tape and a pen. As an afterthought, she threw a few plaster bandages on top. With her few supplies piled onto the tray, she spun around, only to be blocked by the solid wall of starch and disapproval that was Matron Marshall, arms crossed.

			“What do you think you’re doing?”

			“Dr. Raye has asked me to—”

			“The doctor is not your direct supervisor. I am. And I’m asking you what you’re doing.”

			“I’ll have to tell you later. I don’t have time for you right now.”

			“What?” Matron Marshall’s face turned a pinkish shade.

			“Later,” Lily shouted. 

			The matron glared at her.

			Lily took two quick steps back, then ran around a cabinet and stepped into the far aisle, circumventing Matron Marshall all together.

			The entire ward immediately went silent. All eyes shifted between Lily and the rapidly reddening matron. Dear God, there was no going back now. Her heartbeat thundered up her throat, but Lily ignored it.

			At least now she had the men’s attention. With that, hopefully their cooperation would soon follow.

			She darted a glance around the room, then saw Gordy, standing in his new cast against the west wall. His arm was raised in dramatic fashion, as though he’d been caught mid-joke and was suspended in time. He stared at Lily.

			Lily rushed toward him. She slammed the tray down on the table.

			“I need your help,” she said in a loud voice. In the stunned ward, it carried quite effectively. She pulled out one of the syringes and checked to confirm that it had been sterilized. “Rather, a countryman does. He’s been bleeding and needs a transfusion right away.”

			“Certainly.” Gordy rolled up his sleeve, needing no further explanation.

			Lily slipped the needle into his arm as gently as she was able, then quickly withdrew it.

			“Aren’t you going to need a lot more than that?” Gordy asked.

			“This is a test to see if you’re compatible.” Lily scribbled Gordy’s name on the tape, tore it with her teeth and stuck it to the syringe.

			“Who’s next?” she looked up at the crowd of faces. A wave of relief washed over her when they responded by rolling up their sleeves. “Thank you, darling men.”

			Lily poked a needled into an outstretched arm. “You’re Lieutenant Turner, aren’t you?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he responded with a nod. “Can I ask what you’re doing?”

			Lily withdrew the needle and began writing his name on the tape. “People have one of four types of blood. If the blood matches, you can save a man’s life. If it doesn’t match, the donated blood could kill him.”

			“And how can you tell if it’s the good sort?” Gordy asked.

			Lily reached out to stick her needle into another outstretched arm. “Greyson,” the volunteer shouted as Lily plunged the needle in.

			“We’re going to inject a small amount of your blood into the arm of the patient. Just a pinprick. If he has an allergic reaction at that spot, we know you’re not a match,” Lily explained. She pulled the needle out and quickly marked the syringe.

			Come on, come on. We don’t have much time!

			“Three more volunteers? Just to be safe,” Lily said.

			She jabbed three more arms and scribbled down names as fast as she could manage. Once she had a total of six, she felt the odds were in her favor.

			She cast a quick glance up at the matron, who stood blocking the center aisle, arms folded and wearing a scowl that could curdle milk.

			“How about we come with you?” Gordy asked.

			“I believe with a half dozen of us, we could form a proper rugby scrum that would get you right past the matron,” Turner said. “And we’d be closer to the operating room for that transfusion.”

			“Thanks,” Lily said without a backward glance. “I’ll take you up on that. Let’s go, boys.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Sam tried not to worry about Lily, but it did little good. For the rest of the day, all he managed to do was look for signs of the outcome of her confrontation with the matron. He wasn’t alone. The entire ward joined in speculation, gossiping amongst themselves. When the blood donor, Lieutenant Turner, settled back into his bed shortly after supper, the men gathered around, peppering him with questions. He could only speak of the transfusion procedure. Lily Curtis’s fate remained a mystery.

			The next day dawned, and Sam watched the ward aisles, expecting to see her on her usual rounds. Other girls served the meals, however. First breakfast, and then lunch. By the time supper rolled around, speculation on the ward was rampant. Since Rose was the one pushing the meal cart, Gordy was ready for her.

			“Is Bluebird all right?” Gordy asked.

			Rose cast a guilty look over her shoulder to where the matron stood in her usual spot, by the rear door. “I can’t engage in gossip. You know that, Lieutenant.”

			“Gossip is all we lads have been doing since the skirmish between Bluebird and the Warden yesterday and I’ve lost all interest in it. What I’d like is the truth.”

			Rose gave Gordy a patient look and handed him a tray, then settled down beside Sam, preparing to feed him his meal.

			“Lily’s all right, isn’t she?” Sam persisted. “Please, Rose. Tell me something.”

			She lifted a sandwich to Sam’s mouth. He took a bite and gave Rose a patient look of his own.

			“Fine,” Rose sighed, her voice a whisper. “She’s well enough. The matron has assigned her to be batwoman for the rest of the staff. She’s on laundry duty for now.”

			“Demoted to servant? Bluebird?” Gordy sounded downright murderous.

			Rose spun around to hush him. “Be a good lad and don’t cause a scene, will you?” Turning back to feed Sam another bite, she spoke in a tone loud enough for both men to hear. “Dr. Raye doesn’t know. He was off duty today. When he returns, I feel certain she’ll be returned to her regular duties. She’s too valuable to be assigned batwoman for long.”

			“I should think so,” Gordy grumbled.

			Rose jutted her chin out. “I’ve written a letter to Dr. Raye regarding the issue. All the VADs signed it.”

			“Spectacular, Rose,” Sam said. “Couldn’t such a thing get you into a bit of trouble with the matron?”

			She smiled shyly. “That’s the good thing about everyone having such lowered expectations of me. She’d never suspect I’d organize such a thing.”

			Sam had to marvel at Rose’s transformation in just his short time at New Bedlam. From delicate flower to this bolder creation who seemed ready to engage the matron in a little hand-to-hand combat.

			“If that battle axe punishes Lily for doing the right thing, I just might…” Gordy trailed off.

			“You might do what?” Rose asked.

			“I might forget I’m a gentleman.”

			“I’m disappointed, Lieutenant,” Rose said. “The last thing I’d consider you to be is a gentleman.” She burst out in laughter, leaving Gordy speechless, possibly for the first time in his life.

			Sweet, shy Rose teasing Gordy? Perhaps Sam had truly become delusional after all.

			The next morning, the ward gave a collective sigh of relief when Lily appeared at Dr. Raye’s side. As Sam had hoped, and a great number of patients had wagered good money on, the doctor had trumped the matron. Though the outcome was pleasant, Sam imagined that Matron Marshall wouldn’t have capitulated without a lengthy skirmish. Poor Dr. Raye, from patching up wounded in one battle to fighting with the matron in another arena.

			Over the next hour, the duo worked their way through the ward. The doctor flipped through charts while Lily bustled around with bandages and thermometers.

			Sam twisted in the bed. He was anxious for the doctor’s good opinion and knew his latest actions would hardly garner that. Immediately following Sam’s latest seizure, Dr Raye had quizzed him only briefly. Though the doctor hadn’t stated it directly, by his unusually cool demeanor Sam was sure that he shared the staff’s opinion that Sam was suicidal. Dr. Raye had seemed less angry and more disappointed in Sam, as though Sam had let him down on a personal level.

			When they approached his bed, Gordy cut them off at the pass.

			“It’s about time!” He sounded quite indignant.

			“Good morning,” Lily said.

			The doctor smiled. “Terribly anxious for an exam, aren’t you, Lieutenant?”

			“No that. Bluebi—er, Miss Curtis. Been a whole day without her.”

			Dr. Raye reached down for Gordy’s chart. “Miss Curtis is back with you now, where she belongs.”

			Gordy craned his neck to look at Lily. “And did you save the ruddy day yesterday?” He was practically bouncing in place on his bed. Lily’s cheeks pinked a bit and she shot a nervous glance to Sam.

			Dr. Raye laughed. “She did at that.” He leaned down toward Gordy, as if whispering something in confidence. “She even assisted me in the operating room for the procedure.”

			“Did she now?” Gordy asked in a way that said “tell me more.”

			“There wasn’t a person in the room that wasn’t most impressed by her performance.”

			Lily was blushing furiously at this point. “It wasn’t so much, really. It’s just that I’d attended a demonstration of the Unger’s two-way stopcock technique with my father. Once you’ve seen a lecture on the subject, it makes putting it into practice so much easier.”

			Dr. Raye shook his head. “Though Miss Curtis is quite gifted medically, I’m afraid she’s quite deficient at taking a compliment. I suppose none of us is perfect. Isn’t that right, Gordy?”

			Gordy nodded, an unabashed look of pride on his face as he grinned at Lily.

			Dr. Raye cleared his throat. “Now, let’s see about that cast, shall we?”

			After a few moment of inquiring after Gordy’s leg, the doctor turned toward Sam. He greeted him with a look that was slightly more thawed than it had been the last few days.

			“I hear you’ve been improving,” Dr. Raye said.

			“Doing my best, sir,” Sam said truthfully.

			“Miss Curtis, would you please unbuckle the wrist restraints for a moment?”

			Lily complied wordlessly. The instant Sam was released, he rubbed his wrists, soothing the spots where the leather had been chafing against his skin.

			“How long have those been on?” The doctor addressed Lily, but it was Sam who answered.

			“Three days and fourteen hours. Give or take.”

			The doctor chuckled, then cleared his throat. “And how about your headaches?”

			“I haven’t had any in that time.”

			“Follow my finger without moving your head, please.” The doctor moved his index finger in a line—from one side to another, then up and down. “How about now? Any headache? Eye pain?”

			“Not at all, sir.”

			“Grip my hands with yours, please. Squeeze as hard as you can, applying equal pressure to both hands.”

			Sam did as he was asked.

			“You’re doing very well, Captain. Your neurological signs are excellent.” The doctor reached down at the foot of the bed and unhooked Sam’s medical chart. He scribbled a few notes, then contemplated the tip of his pen for a moment before returning the clipboard to its hook. “I think the best thing for your mental state might be a change of scenery. And we’ve got no medical reason to keep you here. I’m recommending you for immediate release.”

			“Released to where, sir?”

			“Back to Blighty. A hospital near your home. West Sussex? Do I have that right?”

			Sam nodded numbly.

			“In two years of sending men back to England, I don’t believe I’ve ever met with a more unenthusiastic response.” Dr. Raye shook his head. “Captain Dwight, you’re going home!”

			The doctor beamed a grin toward Sam and Sam tried to respond, but his lips felt thick and waxy. He cast a glance up to Lily, who hid her expression by tucking her chin downward.

			“Thank you, sir.”

			Dr. Raye cleared his throat, a wary expression replacing his smile.

			“And thank you for your excellent care while I’ve been here. I know I’ve been a less than ideal patient at times.”

			The doctor nodded and patted Sam’s shoulder. “War is hell, as a better man than I once said. We’ve all made mistakes, Captain. The trick is moving past them. It’s wonderful to see you moving beyond yours.”

			Dr. Raye turned toward Gordy. Before Lily followed him, she grasped Sam’s wrist and refastened the leather cuff around his arm, then attached it to the bed.

			“Must you?” Sam asked. “The doctor didn’t say a word about putting me back in these things.”

			“I know you better than he does,” Lily said without meeting his eyes. She repeated the procedure with his other arm. “And they were my idea in the first place. I feel you still need them.”

			She moved on to assist with Gordy’s examination, still keeping her face downturned.

			Sam felt a tremendous weariness and closed his eyes. At long last, to return to England? To say goodbye to Lily while things were so impossible between them? To abandon any hope of healing his comrades? He knew he couldn’t stay indefinitely—base hospitals weren’t intended for long-term care. But only having a few more days in New Bedlam? He simply wasn’t ready.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			One good thing about being a VAD, it gave a girl no time to indulge in moping. No matter how conflicted Lily felt at Sam’s bizarre explanation for his seizures or how she felt about him leaving for England, a line of wounded still needed their dressings changed and meals delivered.

			She was just collecting the last of the breakfast trays when Matron Marshall opened the door at the front of the room. An unfamiliar man in a captain’s uniform followed closely behind her. He was tall and impeccably groomed.

			“Gentlemen.” The matron’s voice stilled the room in an instant. Should the matron desire part-time employment, Lily had no doubt that she could get work on the side as an air raid siren.

			“Allow me to introduce Captain Mortimore.” The captain cast a glance around the room, then gave a snappy salute, grinning wide. Lily liked him immediately.

			“The captain,” Matron Marshall continued, “has just come over with a special treat, direct from England.”

			There was some scattered applause. Someone, Gordy most likely, yelled, “Is it girls?”

			Captain Mortimore chuckled good-naturedly and earned a wilting glance from the matron.

			“Perhaps the captain should tell you about it himself,” the matron said.

			Calls of “hear, hear” echoed through the ward. The captain had the men’s rapt attention.

			“Very well.” Captain Mortimore stepped forward. “First of all, I’d like to thank you men for your service. Your King, your country, indeed, the whole free world thanks you.”

			The men burst out in applause. Lily grinned, unsure if they were clapping for the captain or themselves or just, perhaps, the chance to cheer and be happy for a short time.

			“I won’t keep you longer than necessary, but wanted to stop by to issue an invitation to those of you who are able to travel a short distance. We’ve got a special weapon down at the train station. Something that’s certain to change the tide of this blasted war and send Jerry packing.”

			This was met with more cheers and scattered foot stomping.

			“I was on my way to HQ with this marvelous machine, but then I thought, why, before I give a demonstration to General Haig, you fellows might be interested in it as well. God knows, you’ve earned it.”

			The ward erupted in cheers and more than a few “Hurrahs.” Gordy tried to begin a chorus of what sounded like For We’re All Jolly Good Fellows, but the matron hushed him before he could get it going.

			“Matron Marshall has been kind enough to arrange ambulance transport for you. I’ll leave that to her capable hands. I look forward to seeing you at the station.” Captain Mortimore gave another crisp salute and nodded toward the matron.

			Matron Marshall motioned for the staff. They joined her with haste, having learned early on that it didn’t pay to make the matron wait. Once they were close, she began to issue instructions. “Sister Newell, the doctors are accompanying us. I’ll leave you in charge of the enlisted wards. Unfortunately, the enlisted staff will also have to remain.”

			Sister Newell nodded, looking as dour as ever.

			The matron looked over the little crowd of starched scarves. “The rest of you will assist the men. VADs, follow the same procedures as when we bring them to the back garden. The only difference is that you’ll be assisting them into waiting ambulances.”

			“Miss Curtis, you’re to remain here.” The matron’s mouth curved up, ever so slightly. “Since Dr. Raye finds you so competent medically, I’m sure you’ll do a fine job looking after the few officers who won’t be able to join us.”

			Lily knew it was meant to be a punishment, but she couldn’t have been more delighted. She’d just been banished to a few hours of being practically alone with Sam. She tilted her head down, hoping the matron would take it for sorrow and not the fact that she was hiding a grin.

			The bored patients were delighted at the diversion and those who could quickly queued at the door. Not surprisingly, Gordy was first in line. As the men shuffled out the door, VADs assisted the non-ambulatory patients into wheelchairs and pushed them through the front doors to be loaded into the ambulances. As Lily worked to assist the men into wheelchairs, she kept casting looks back at Sam. Rather than looking disappointed in the turn of events, he seemed quite unperturbed. Happy, even.

			The door closed at last, and Lily surveyed the nearly empty ward. She was left with only seven men, most of whom were unconscious.

			After checking the charts of the most critical patients, she finished the routine chore of changing bandages. Some of the more seriously injured had recently undergone amputations, which had to be watched very carefully in the first few days.

			All the while, she would cast little stolen looks toward Sam and each time she did, she found his eyes on her. Though he was strapped to a bed and she was busy on the other side of the room, they remained tethered to one another with a glance. Despite all the recent turmoil between them, the connection was a very comforting feeling.

			Once she’d tended to the rest of her patients, she headed toward the back of the ward. Instead of turning toward Sam’s corner, however, she pushed through the kitchen door and on through to the back door.

			She scurried through the back garden toward the makeshift fountain, to the remains of her herb garden. She plucked a handful of plants: licorice, dill, peppermint. As an afterthought, she snapped off a few sprigs of lavender as well. On her way back through the kitchen, she filled a glass jar with water and placed the plants inside.

			She didn’t bother to arrange the stalks artfully. If she stopped long enough to do such a thing, she’d rethink her plan entirely.

			Lily pushed open the ward door and headed directly toward Sam. She kept her eyes on the little glass of herbs. If she looked up at him, she feared she lose her courage.

			She set the arrangement on top of his bedside table, then settled into the chair at his bedside. When she lifted her eyes to him, he watched her with an expression of surprise.

			“Since you can’t go outside. I thought I’d bring the outside to you,” she said.

			“It’s wonderful. Thank you, Lily.” He smiled and his eyes crinkled around the edges.

			“I felt bad and a little responsible that you had to miss the big demonstration this afternoon.”

			“Strange.” Sam’s smile widened. “I don’t feel as though I’m missing a thing.”

			Lily settled into her usual chair, wondering how many more times she’d have a chance to sit beside him. “Shall we tend to your correspondence? Perhaps you’d like to write your sister? Tell her you’re coming home? Though you will likely be there before your letter has a chance to arrive.”

			The moment she mentioned his return to England, he suddenly became very serious. Sam took a deep breath and looked at her, his expression somber.

			At last, he broke the silence. “Any word on when that might be?”

			Lily shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know. We usually send a fairly large group every three or four days and the last one went out yesterday.”

			“I see.” He nodded, keeping his gaze on her.

			Before another uncomfortable silence could grow between them, Lily steeled herself and began to speak. “Sam, you must…”

			“Lily, please…” Apparently, Sam had the same thought and they spoke at the same time.

			She smiled at him nervously. “Please, go on, Sam.”

			“Oh, I couldn’t,” he said. “Ladies first. I insist.”

			Lily stared down and shuffled her feet. “Well, I was just… That is to say, I just want the best for you.”

			Sam smiled widely. “I believe you began with ‘Sam, you must.’ What must I do, Lily? Come on, then. You’ve always been no-nonsense Lily. Don’t change on me now.”

			“Very well.” She looked him directly in the eye. If he thought her so brave, she ought to live up to it. “You must take care of yourself when you’re back in Blighty.”

			He met her gaze, his expression solemn. “I will, darling.”

			Lily shook her head again. “That’s not enough, Sam. I need your word. That week you were under your oath to me, you didn’t have any seizures. I need to ask that you give me your word again. This time, though, it’s to be longer than a week. I need you to promise that you’ll never trigger another seizure for the rest of your life.” Her foolish eyes immediately filled with tears and she blinked them back.

			Sam considered her words. “That’s a big promise.”

			“I know it is.”

			He pressed his lips together, deep in thought. “Before I give my word, I’d like to tell you what I was about to say to you. I was going to ask for a rather large favor of my own.”

			Lily couldn’t imagine what it might be.

			“Wait for me.” He said it as if it were a question.

			She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t take her eyes away from his sincere, beautiful face.

			“I know I’m not much of a catch right now,” Sam said, “lashed to a bed like a madman. Even once I’m healed, I don’t know how ‘whole’ I’ll ever be. But I ask that you give me a chance. I’m quite in love with you, Lily, like I never knew I could love.”

			“Sam, I…oh, Sam.”

			“That I could find someone like you in the middle of all this destruction and death—it’s a kind of miracle. And I’d like to hope for another miracle for us after the war.”

			She wanted to respond. She knew she should respond, but couldn’t think of the right words.

			“Could you at least give me a chance?”

			“Of course, Sam. You must know how I feel.”

			“I don’t.” He grinned. “You’ve said you care for me, but haven’t given me reason to hope that we could have anything after New Bedlam.”

			“Well, I’ve shown you.” She glanced over at the bouquet of herbs on his night table. “I don’t go kissing men in the moonlight as a habit.”

			He smiled. “That night you listed off reasons that we could never work out. I’d like to think that there’s a part of you that hopes we could.”

			Lily reached over, grasped his hand and squeezed. He squeezed back, as far as his leather restraint would allow.

			“Do you think we could?” he persisted. “Would you be willing to take a chance?”

			“Yes. Oh, yes, Sam. And do I have your word? Your solemn oath that you’ll not trigger another seizure?”

			“You have my word, Lily.”

			She leaned down and right in the middle of the ward, in plain daylight, she kissed him lightly on the cheek. His eyes widened in shock and she heard him gasp an intake of air.

			“Thank you, Sam,” she whispered in his ear.

			His eyelids fluttered closed, a faint smile play on his lips. “I wish we weren’t on an open ward just now. I long, very much, to kiss you properly.”

			Lily pulled back. “I’m not certain that the concept of ‘proper’ and ‘kissing’ go together. And we wouldn’t want to put the other patients at risk with our shocking behavior.”

			“Perhaps we could make a small fortress with our bed linens,” he suggested, his smile widening. “The other patients wouldn’t suspect a thing.”

			“I think if you suddenly erected Fort Sam that the other patients might notice.”

			Erecting Fort Sam? Had she truly just said such a suggestive thing?

			Blushing furiously, she cast a guilty glance up at the clock on the wall. She was surprised that nearly ten minutes had gone by. “And with that, I really should check up on my other patients. With luck, I should be able to stop by again before the boys return from the demonstration.”

			“Of course, Lily.” He smiled at her tenderly. “While you’re gone I shall formulate plans for our fort. Perhaps I can come up with an amazing technological breakthrough. It might not be better than whatever Captain Mortimore has got, but I’d make sure it was matron-proof.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			By the time the men returned from Captain Mortimer’s demonstration, it was late afternoon. Once the VADs had settled the men in, they scurried off to ready the evening meal.

			Gordy was so excited about what he’d seen that he momentarily forgot that he was irritated with Sam.

			“Quite lucky to get to see it, you know,” Gordy said. “It’s top secret.”

			“Is that right?” Sam asked.

			“Too right! Even the factory workers who made it weren’t told what it was. The brass told them it was a portable water collection device to be used in desert warfare. Of course ‘water collector’ had the unfortunate initials of ‘WC’ and the idea of a lot of portable toilets was just silly.”

			“Well, yes,” Sam agreed.

			“They ended up just calling it a ‘tank,’ just to keep the Jerries guessing. It’s really a type of land ship, but if they called it that, well that would give the whole game away. The whole ruddy thing is made of metal, so you can imagine how hard it would be to stop one of them. And it hasn’t got tires.” Gordy looked at Sam and raised his brows. “Don’t you want to know what it’s got instead of tires?”

			“I can hardly wait to find out,” Sam said with a grin.

			“Treads! Enormous treads going down the length of both sides. Clever bit of engineering there.”

			“That does seem quite ingenious,” Sam had to admit.

			“It’s not fast, mind you. Only goes about three miles an hour. But by my reckoning, that hardly matters at all. The bloody thing can cross trenches with no trouble at all. We’ll have Fritz packing his bags for Berlin in no time.”

			Gordy continued to gush about the mechanical marvel of the tank while the VAD crew began to disperse supper. Since Sam was still in restraints, he was given dinner last, when Lily was free to feed him.

			Sam had no opportunity to converse with Lily, however, due to Gordy’s seemingly boundless admiration for the tank. He filled Lily in on every mechanical detail. While she fed Sam, she nodded along, adding appropriate words of admiration for the new invention whenever Gordy paused to take a breath.

			As sweet as Gordy was, Sam felt a bit cheated. He only had one or two more evenings with Lily. He was frustrated that he was unable to talk to her alone due to Gordy being in the throes of mechanical ecstasy. When Rose stopped by, Gordy settled down a bit. He was always a little quieter when his Rosebud was about.

			“I’m here to deliver cocoa and collect your supper tray,” Rose announced.

			“And what did you think of the demonstration?” Gordy tilted his head toward her.

			“Oh, the machine was most impressive. I can’t imagine how the German lines could possibly stand against it.” She picked up Gordy’s tray, then looked over at Lily, gesturing at Sam’s nearly empty plate. “Is he finished?”

			“I am,” Sam replied.

			“Here, let me help you with those.” Lily stood and placed Sam’s tray on the cart.

			“Actually, I think you will need to stay and feed cocoa to Sam.”

			Sam shook his head, embarrassed. “It’s all right. I don’t need any. Thank you all the same.”

			“Nonsense,” Gordy blurted. “You were just saying the other night how you loved cocoa more than whiskey.”

			Sam felt his cheeks warm. “I’d really rather not tonight. Go ahead, Lily.”

			Lily tilted a look down at Sam. “How about I get on with these trays and you can drink your cocoa by yourself.” She bent over and unbuckled the restraint on Sam’s right hand. “You’ve promised me, after all.”

			“Thank you,” he replied, rubbing his wrist where the restraint had been.

			Lily moved down the aisle, collecting trays, while Rose continued delivering cocoa to the men.

			Matron Marshall opened the front door and walked down the row toward them, clipboard in hand. “We’ve just received word of an unexpected ambulance train. This one is a heavy. I’ll need Sister Newell, Sister Cudahee and as many VADs as we can spare.”

			Lily nodded. “Certainly, ma’am.”

			“Not you.” The matron frowned thoughtfully. “You were on solo duty all day. You’ll be too tired to be of any use.”

			“I could go,” a voice said.

			Matron’s Marshall’s eyes widened a little in surprise as Rose stepped forward.

			“I spent the afternoon at the demonstration. I’m quite well rested.” Sweet Rose looked downright confident as she met the matron’s critical eye.

			“And you’re certain you’re up to this, Miss Lewis?” the matron asked.

			“I am, ma’am.”

			“Very well. Follow Sister Newell to the ambulances then.” Matron Marshall turned around and strode back through the ward, scribbling furiously on her clipboard as she went.

			Rose turned around and gave Lily a nervous smile. “I am up to this, aren’t I?”

			Lily put an arm about Rose’s waist and squeezed. “You’ll do fine, Rose. More than fine.”

			Rose pushed her cocoa cart toward Lily. “See you later then.” After hurriedly stacking their trays on the cart, she wheeled it toward the end of the aisle, then rushed out the door to join the others.

			With only a few VADs remaining, Lily spent the next hour delivering cocoa, then retrieving the cups. By nine o’clock, the ward was quietly winding down for the day and Lily wasn’t to be seen. She was back in the kitchen, no doubt, or finally catching some much needed sleep.

			Sam felt oddly restless, however and was immensely relieved when Gordy suggested they pass the time by playing a game of gin. His right arm was still free of restraints, thanks to Lily, and he had the luxury to indulge in holding a hand of cards.

			Gordy shuffled the cards and dealt a hand. The Canadian played cards in much the same way as he lived life—enthusiastically and without a hint of guile. Unfortunately for him, this made him terrible at bluffing and Sam was winning handily.

			They’d played cards for an hour and were about to pack it in for the night when they heard a very loud boom. It was close enough to dislodge a few chunks of plaster from the dilapidated ceiling and the windows rattled terribly.

			“That was close.” Gordy’s face took on a rare serious expression. “What do you reckon it was?”

			“No idea,” was all Sam replied, but very bad feeling squirmed around inside his stomach and icy fingers of fear danced down his spine.

			The rest of the ward shared his mood. The normal buzz of chatter ceased in an instant and a sense of anticipation hung over the room like a cloud. The air of dread reminded Sam of a trench while the men waited to go over the top.

			It wasn’t long until he heard a huge commotion toward the front of the building. There was a bit of shouting, which was impossible to make out through the closed door, then someone burst in through the main entrance. Sam recognized him instantly as one of the regular ambulance drivers.

			He was covered in blood.

			Several of the patients jumped up and ran toward him, asking what had happened.

			“Zeppelin raid at the train station. Direct hit. Got to get the doctors.” The driver pushed them aside and rushed straight to the back of the room.

			Oh dear God. Sam felt as if he’d been punched, hard, in the stomach. He couldn’t breathe.

			As the driver ran to the back of the room, the ward erupted. Those men who were fit enough gathered together, milling about the front door. They didn’t bother to dress properly, but threw coats over hospital tops and stuffed bare feet into shoes.

			While the rest of the ward grew louder, Gordy became mute. His face turned the color of ash and his head wobble returned with a vengeance.

			In a matter of moments, the Dr. Raye crashed through the rear door, buttoning his shirt on his way. “Everyone, and I mean everyone, meet at the front. A convoy to the station right now. Any stragglers can join us later.”

			He cast a quick glance to the officers who’d already gathered by the door. “Danvers, Challen, Brown and Davis—you’re fit enough for this. The rest of you, I thank you, but you’ll be needed here. We’ll be very short staffed. Help the sister in charge as best you can until our return.”

			Behind him, the remainder of the staff began to spill through the door. Doctors Blume and MacGuire were among them. Sam felt a strange twisting sensation in his chest when he saw Lily’s shock of auburn hair just in the back of the bunch.

			“Time is critical,” Dr. Raye shouted. “We’ll start transporting you to the site now. At least they didn’t hit the ambulances.”

			As the brigade streamed past his bed, Sam caught Lily’s eye, busily tying her scarf around her head as she ran toward the door.

			His arms ached to hold her. His lips longed to whisper encouraging words to her. All they could do was exchange a glance. Then she was swept out the door with the tide of staff.

			“Goddamn the Jerries. A night raid.” Gordy had at last found his voice, but he was pale as a ghost and his head shook violently. “I feel so fucking useless sitting here. Goddamn my cast. What can we do, Sam?”

			“Nothing,” Sam said, but he was lying. Though there was nothing Gordy could do, there was a very big something that Sam could do. And he didn’t have a lot of time to consider the right or wrong of it.

			He reached over to release his other restraint, then pulled himself up and swung his legs to the floor. The tile was cold beneath his trembling feet. When he’d been in the garden with Lily, he’d only walked a few steps. He hoped his legs were up for a little more now that he truly needed them.

			“Oi, Sam?” Gordy asked as Sam stood and walked toward the rear of the room. “What’re you doing?”

			“Doing what I can, Gordy.”

			As he pushed open the rear door his headache sparked to life, tapping pain on the back of his skull. If he hadn’t been certain of what he had to do, his newly born headache telegraphed it to him.

			Since he’d only been wheeled through the kitchen twice, his knowledge of the floor plan of the rear of New Bedlam was nonexistent. He’d have to rely on a little luck. As his weakened left leg began to seize up in a muscle cramp, he leaned against the wall for support. All right then, a lot of luck, he amended.

			After making his way past the kitchen and a hallway that seemed more suited to bedrooms, he came to a dead end with three doorways in a row, clearly labeled as surgery rooms. His headache kicked up a notch, reminding him to hurry.

			He pointed his shaking legs to the Surgery Room #2, as it was closest. He stumbled through the door, supporting himself by gripping onto the surgical table. He tore open cabinet doors, frantic to find something—anything—that might induce a seizure. The first cabinet held only bandages, gauze, suturing supplies. He rushed to the second to find a selection of knives, drills and saws. Useless.

			Gripping the table with one hand, he opened a lower cupboard door. Eureka. A tidy row of several devices including a portable electric light—the sort used for eye examinations. Just what he needed.

			He plugged the light in with trembling hands. He was just about to position himself on the floor, but suddenly an image of Lily flashed through his mind. Her green eyes looking earnestly into his only a few hours ago.

			“Do you promise, Sam?”

			“I give you my word of honor.”

			“Forgive me, love. You may hate me for doing this, but I’ll hate myself if I do nothing.” His voice echoed in the empty room. For Lily, he reached over to the cabinet of linens and pulled several sheets to the floor. He threw them on the floor in a heap, then lay on top of them, his head cushioned by a wad of linen.

			He reached over to the lamp and held it directly in front of his eyes.

			If he ever needed to perform this particular trick, the time was never more urgent. He only hoped he ended up at the train station and not in the middle of No Man’s Land.

			He flicked the switch; light and agony flooded into his head. The former tapping of his headache turned into a loud thudding. His jaw snapped shut involuntarily and he tasted blood—bright and coppery.

			Come on!

			He flicked the switch to off, then on again. A wall of pain slammed into him, driving his head against the floor. On, off, on, off. Each time the light hit him, his headache mushroomed inside his head.

			On, off, on…until a bright red hue seeped around the edges of his vision, rapidly flooding it.

			And Sam left Surgery #2 far behind.

			The red faded, not to black this time, but to orange, which seemed to flicker and dance. Sam’s nose and throat were immediately filled with smoke and he choked. As he squinted past his headache his vision wavered. A blast of heat burned his cheeks and it was then he realized he was seeing flames. A wall of flames. And beyond that, the ruined wall of a train station.

			He’d done it. He was in the train station, or rather, the remains of it. The roof had collapsed and the ground was littered with burning beams. A supporting wall had fallen in as well, leaving a large pile of rubble.

			He turned and his headache tore into him with vicious claws. Any hint of an exit was lost in the smoke.

			“Let this be quick.”

			As if in answer to his request, he heard a low moan. He moved toward it, his legs seizing on each step. He knew they wouldn’t hold him for much longer.

			He listened for the moan to return, but it was difficult to hear above the crackling fire and the more distant shouts from the rescuers.

			“Please,” a voice came from a just around the corner of the tile of rubble. He took a step toward the sound, but his left leg buckled, dropping him to the ground.

			Damnation.

			With no other option, he crawled over the pile of rubble, his legs screaming in protest. It was so difficult to see through the thick smoke that he nearly crawled right across a body lying in his path—a private by the uniform, but mangled beyond identifying.

			Struggling against panic, he pressed on, pulling his body through bits of brick and shattered wood. As he came around the corner, he saw it. A delicate hand, pale as the moon, lay on the ground.

			He looked over to see her face and his heart stopped beating.

			It was Rose. Darling, sweet Rose. A large red stain bloomed from her stomach where a large spear of metal had been driven completely through her midsection. It was clearly a mortal wound, yet she was somehow still alive. She was whiter than snow and looked at Sam with agony filled-eyes.

			What unholy horror was this? Not Rose.

			“I’ve got you, Rose,” he said. Rose didn’t move.

			Sam crawled toward her, distantly aware that he was cutting open his hands and legs as he dragged his useless legs through the rubble. Rose opened her mouth to speak and a thin trickle of blood dripped down her chin.

			“Please, Sam.” She stretched her trembling hand toward him.

			“Hang on. One more minute.” He slid over a burning beam. His skin blistered and his head felt as if someone was sawing into his brain.

			Only a few more feet and he could clasp her hand, save her.

			Voices shouted in the distance behind him. New Bedlam’s staff had arrived for the rescue at last. But it would be too late for Rose. All the medical intervention in the world couldn’t help her now.

			“Take my hand!” With one final shove, he pushed his body forward and stretched his hand out as far as he could.

			“It’s all right,” she said, her voice growing weaker. “I know what you really are.”

			Rose moved her hand, just an inch, but that was all it took.

			“Thank you,” she said as her cold fingers brushed against his.

			The white light where their fingers touched slammed into him. Then all turned to white light and buzzing electricity.

			And he was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Lily gripped the dashboard to avoid smashing against the door as they careened around a corner. The smoke was thicker here, wrapping tightly around the ambulance. The headlamps barely penetrated the thick wall of white.

			The driver jerked the wheel to the right and Lily looked out the window to see a large, twisted sheet of metal lying in the middle of the cobbled street. After a few more yards, they skidded to a halt. The smoke was too thick to go on. She jumped from the ambulance while it was still rolling forward.

			Though she couldn’t see the train station clearly, the eerie orange glow of flames illuminated its direction. The fire was burning brightest on the far side of the building—next to the railroad tracks. Now that she was out of the ambulance, she could make out a line of villagers a few dozen feet in front of her. They’d formed a bucket brigade consisting of mostly women and children.

			The other ambulances poured into the square and the hospital staff scrambled out. Lily gripped her to-go bag tightly and pushed through the gathering crowd, searching for Dr. Raye’s salt-and-pepper head.

			“The station’s too unstable,” Raye shouted, only an outline in the smoke. “We’ll set up triage here in the road, where the ambulances can transport the wounded. Blume, if you’ll take a party south. MacGuire, you can go north of the station. Matron Marshall and I will ascertain what’s to be done at the site of impact.” The doctor’s cool efficiency under pressure had always impressed Lily, but never more so than now.

			“Corporal Stanley.” The matron looked at the senior ambulance driver. “As the others arrive, split them evenly between the groups and keep the street clear for traffic.”

			Without waiting for a response, the matron fell in behind Dr. Raye. Lily and a few others followed them while the rest of the group split into two groups.

			They skirted the southern side of the station where the flames weren’t as high. When they came around the corner of the building, Lily saw the full, horrible scope of the damage.

			One of the railcars had been utterly demolished. Its only remnant was a still-burning frame, tossed to the side as though it was a piece from a toy trainset. The station itself was missing most of its roof and a western support wall leaned in at a precarious angle. A smoldering pile of rubble took up most of the lobby.

			And scattered across the scene were bodies of the dead and wounded. Though Lily had witnessed many horrors of war, this was the first time she’d experienced the raw, immediate aftermath of a bomb.

			Dr. Raye wasted no time processing the scene. “Stretcher bearers, pull out those you can reach and bring them out to the road. Stay on the periphery of the blast until the fires are out. We can’t have you risking your lives.”

			He immediately rushed to the remains of the platform where a man laid unconscious, most of his right arm torn away. “He’s alive,” Raye said, his voice carrying over the chorus of groans and cries that Lily had only just begun to register. As he tore open his bag, Lily stooped to assist.

			“I’ll apply the tourniquet,” Raye said, not taking the time to glance toward Lily. “Find others. Time is critical.”

			“Yes, sir.” Lily gripped her bag and rushed further inside the shell of a station. The smoke was much thicker here, and the air burned her throat and nose each time she inhaled. She whipped her scarf from her head and tied it around her face in a kind of mask. When Lily looked to her left, she saw the matron, a shadowy figure working her way through the smoke and flames.

			As she pressed further into the remnants of the station, she heard the voices more distinctively.

			“Help! Someone, please!” The cries came from behind a veil of smoke.

			She wove past some shattered benches and tripped, nearly sending herself sprawling headlong into a burning beam. When she looked down to see what she’d nearly fallen over, she saw it was a human torso, in uniform, completely drenched in blood. She fought down a wave of horror and steeled herself.

			Lily headed toward the eastern wall, to where the flames were brightest. She stepped around several bodies. Her stomach twisted when she saw the ruined, bloody skirt of a VAD uniform. Lily resisted looking at the girl’s face. Tomorrow she would have the luxury to mourn. The victims needed her now.

			When she cast a glance to her side, she could no longer see the matron through the smoke. Undaunted, she moved past the rubble and pushed farther east.

			She stepped past another dead soldier and around a partially collapsed wall when she saw him. A figure with dark curly hair, dressed in hospital blues, dragging himself through the burning rubble.

			Sam.

			She shook her head. It had to be a trick of the smoke. She squinted through the acrid air but he was still there, still crawling toward someone. She stumbled forward a few steps before she realized who it was that Sam was struggling to reach.

			Rose.

			Oh god, no. Rose.

			Lily froze.

			Rose was impaled by a cruel staff of metal—spearing directly through her torso and pinning her to the ground. Somehow, impossibly, Rose was still alive. She reached out to Sam, her arm so white as to appear ghostly through the smoke.

			This was too awful to be real. It couldn’t be.

			Lily tried to move, willed her throat to cry out to them. She could only watch in horrified silence. Though it only took seconds for Sam to reach Rose, it felt to Lily as though time had somehow been suspended.

			Sam reached out his hand toward Rose. The moment their fingers touched, a terrific light flooded the remnants of the station. Lily ducked on instinct, her body primed for another bomb blast. The explosion of light faded in an instant, however, and Lily blinked, readjusting to the light—to see only Rose, her body now slumped over, her eyes glassy and lifeless.

			“No!” Lily screamed.

			She began to run to the broken wall, toward the flames and to where Rose lay. A firm hand on her forearm stopped her.

			“No, Miss Curtis.” Matron Marshall.

			“It’s Rose,” Lily screamed.

			“I know it’s Rose.” The matron’s expression was pained. “But she’s gone. Even if she weren’t, you wouldn’t be able to save her.”

			“Please, no.” Lily struggled against the woman’s grasp.

			“You cannot. We need to help those we can still save.” The matron stepped aside and gestured at the stretcher she’d been carrying. An unconscious soldier lay on it and one of the ambulance drivers knelt at the other end. “Accompany Private Collins to the ambulance and return to the hospital. I’ll need you to ready a great deal of picric acid for our burn victims.”

			Lily only stared at her.

			“I’m giving you a direct order, Miss Curtis. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Lily said numbly.

			Before Lily could grasp the stretcher, the matron reached over and squeezed Lily’s hand in a painful grip. “The moment the fire brigade makes it safe, we’ll attend to Miss Lewis’s body. You know we will.”

			Lily nodded, then hoisted the stretcher and followed Collins through the rubble.

			Rose was gone. Dead. It couldn’t be, yet she’d seen it with her own eyes. And somehow, Sam had been there too. He couldn’t have arrived before them. He’d been in his hospital bed when they left.

			It was impossible.

			She gripped the stretcher and wove a path through the rubble and the dead until they reached the village square. The little patch of ground that made up triage was already crowded with wounded. The stretcher bearers had been busy, loading ambulances and the first two were ready to leave for New Bedlam. Lily loaded the wounded soldier into the back, then climbed into the passenger’s seat in a kind of numb haze.

			When they pulled up to the front door, Sister Cudahee took charge, directing the unloading of the wounded. Since the stretcher bearers had the situation in hand, Lily ran through the front door and rushed to the officers’ ward.

			Please let Sam be safe in his bed. Losing Rose is enough. Let this whole awful night be a dream.

			She tore open the door and her eyes immediately went to Sam and Gordy’s corner.

			Gordy sat on the edge of his bed, looking worried. Sam’s bed was empty.

			She ran straight down the aisle to Gordy. “What happened? Where is he?” She struggled to keep her voice from screaming.

			“Went to the back, just after you left.” Gordy swallowed. “I went after him. Thought he must have run after you lot. I wasn’t fast enough. I couldn’t find him.”

			Lily’s heart thundered. She ran to the back of the ward, shoved through the door and scrambled down the hall. It didn’t make sense—that he’d try to go to the station by the rear door. It made even less sense that he’d somehow managed to arrive there before her.

			But you know the truth of it, Lily. You know exactly how he managed to get to the station before you.

			She ran down the hall, turning her head as she passed the staff wing—no sign of him there. She skidded to a halt when the hall dead-ended into the small surgery hall.

			Directly in front of her, in Surgery Room #2, a light shone just around the edges of the door. She twisted the knob and opened the door.

			Blue clad legs lay on the floor on the far side of the surgery table. She dashed around the side to see—Sam, still as death. He was on his back, lying on a small pile of linen. An abandoned ocular examination light lay beside him, its beam shining directly into Lily’s eyes. He was deadly pale and covered in a sheen of sweat.

			She dropped to her knees and snatched up his wrist, checking for a pulse.

			Please, oh please, Sam. Don’t do this. Please not now.

			He lived. His pulse was thready, but his heart was still doing its work.

			She leaned her cheek against his forehead. His breathing was shallow but his skin was cool. But he was pale, so very pale. As pale as Rose had been.

			He was alive—and more than that, he’d been telling the truth all along.

			He’d risked his life to save Rose and yet somehow, something had gone terribly wrong. If Rose died, did that mean Sam would die too?

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Sam’s head screamed, filled with agony. He had little strength to fight against it. He couldn’t open his eyes. He inhaled and braced himself against the onslaught.

			A sound slipped into his head, just behind the wailing banshee of pain. It was a voice, gentle at first, but growing louder.

			“Wake up, Sam. Come on, please wake up.”

			He forced his eyes open and his head yowled in protest. He blinked, trying to force the world into focus, but the walls of New Bedlam swung back and forth, as though he was a sailor on unsettled seas, everything a blur. An uneasy humming buzzed around his ears.

			“Sam.” The voice called to him again.

			You know this voice. She called you out of darkness before.

			He squeezed his eyes shut tightly, then opened them slowly, willing them to focus.

			Lily. Seated in her chair by his bed watching him carefully, as though her glance might hurt him if she looked too closely. She clasped his hand tightly.

			“I didn’t think you were coming back to me this time,” she said, as tears overflowed from her pretty green eyes.

			“Sorry, Lily.” He formed the words carefully. Even his tongue moved with great effort. “I had to…” He tried to squeeze her hand, but each movement required energy and his battery was completely dry.

			“I understand, Sam. I do. And I believe you now.”

			“But I broke my word do you.” He coughed.

			“I know,” she said.

			With every bit of effort he could muster, he squeezed her hand. “Forgive me, Lily.”

			“There is nothing to forgive, Sam. I can’t be angry because I can’t be sure I wouldn’t have done the same thing. If I’d seen Rose in such trouble, I’d have wanted to help. I’d have done anything.” She squeezed his hand. “The important thing is that you tried.”

			“But Rose is all right?” His voice cracked on her name.

			Lily’s chin began to quiver, her tears spilled down her cheeks. She looked down at her lap.

			“How is Rose?” he asked, his voice shaking.

			Lily didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. She just looked at him with a tear-stained face and shook her head.

			“No!” He tried to sit up in bed and a fist of pain slammed him back against the mattress. “I got to her in time. I healed her!”

			Lily’s tears splashed down her cheeks freely. Her eyes held such sorrow it tore his chest open with the ease of an artillery shell.

			“Rose is fine. She has to be. It was just like it was with the others. The same feeling, the same light. It can’t be. She cannot be dead! She thanked me, for Christ’s sake.”

			“Captain Dwight?” A low voice interrupted them. Sister Cudahee. “I must ask you to restrain yourself, sir.”

			“You don’t understand,” he began, trying and failing once again to pull himself up.

			“Sir, if you don’t calm down, I’ll be forced to sedate you.”

			As he looked up at the stern woman, he noticed that she truly looked exhausted. Sam forced a lungful of air into his chest.

			“I apologize, Sister. I shall do my best to…behave more appropriately.”

			Sister Cudahee nodded, then moved away.

			Sam looked up to Lily and felt his heart shrivel a little, curling up inside his chest like a burnt ember. He’d seen her weary before, exhausted even. It didn’t compare to her now. She looked, for the first time since he’d known her, frail. Broken.

			He shook his head. “Rose is dead?”

			Lily nodded her confirmation.

			“How could that be? It was just like the other times. How could I be so wrong?”

			She tilted her head toward him. “You weren’t wrong, Sam. You were trying to help.”

			“If I didn’t save her—I was wrong.”

			“Wrong about what?” She glanced guiltily across the aisles to Sister Cudahee and scooted closer. “You weren’t wrong about being able to visit the wounded, Sam.”

			He blinked and felt a slash of pain.

			“I saw you, Sam. I saw you there—reaching out to Rose.”

			“What did you see?” he croaked. “Tell me exactly what you saw.”

			“You, crawling through the rubble, reaching out to Rose. She was dying—there was nothing you could have done. Nothing any of us could have done. Her wounds were too great.”

			“And then what?” he prodded.

			“And then? Nothing I suppose. There was a flash of light and you disappeared,” she said. “Rose was gone then. I tried to go to her, but the matron stopped me.” She squeezed his hand tightly.

			“But before I touched Rose, she was alive, wasn’t she? And she was speaking to me.”

			Lily wavered for a moment. “She was mortally wounded, Sam.”

			The truth came to Sam in an instant. It didn’t snap into place, like the final piece of a puzzle, but fell down on his head, like the ceiling of a bombed train station.

			“No. Oh, god no. I’ve been wrong about it all along. Wrong from the start. What a great, bloody, arrogant fool I’ve been.”

			“Sam?” Lily leaned down, her lips against his ear, whispering warm comfort. “Please don’t. You need to calm down.”

			Sam struggled to keep his voice low, but it was impossible. “The devil didn’t come to me with pointed horns and an evil smile. He came as my heart’s desire. Don’t you see?”

			“I don’t. What are you talking about?” Lily pulled back, a look of fear in her eyes.

			“I haven’t been the Angel of Mercy. I’ve been the Angel of Death.”

			“What?” She shook her head.

			“My trips to the trenches? They’ve been real. Everything about it has been real. The one thing I got wrong was the most important thing of all. I haven’t been healing people. I’ve been killing them.”

			“No, Sam. That can’t be.”

			“Then why couldn’t you find any of the men I’d ‘saved’? Buchanan, O’Reilly. You were looking for them on the wounded lists. You should have been checking under killed in action.”

			“You’ve got it wrong.” Her tears had begun anew, flowing down her cheeks to splash on her white apron—leaving dampened accusatory stains.

			“Miss Curtis?” Sister Cudahee interrupted them. Her firm voice came from the head of Sam’s bed.

			“I’m sorry, Sister.” Lily’s hands were on her lap. She twisted them into knots, and would not look up.

			Sister Cudahee stepped around Lily and leaned down to Sam. She held a syringe in one hand. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist on a sedative.”

			Sam was too weary, too sick at heart to protest, to move. He closed his eyes.

			Sister Cudahee slid a needle into his arm and depressed the plunger.

			How could he have been so wrong about a thing? No wonder the Irishman, Daly, had approached him so cautiously. He’d seen Sam in action, had a sense of what he truly was.

			A dark cloud quickly filled his mind and he slipped inside its easy relief like a worm hiding from the sun.

			When Sam opened his eyes again, it was early morning and it seemed like a perfectly normal day. His respite only lasted a few seconds before it all came falling down around him. The previous day’s events—the bombing, Rose’s death and his hand in it.

			He squeezed his lids closed, longing for it to be a dream. When he opened them, he was still on the ward, still in his nightmare. He tried to move his arm, but it wouldn’t budge. Looking down, he saw that someone had reattached the restraints while he’d been sleeping.

			He looked over to see Gordy staring at the ceiling, his head wobbling steadily, like a dog’s tail. Gordy’s expression was so pitiful that Sam could barely endure looking at the lad.

			The whole room seemed to share Gordy’s frame of mind. A somber mood draped the ward like a funeral shroud. When the men spoke it was in hushed tones. Looking out the window, it seemed the earth itself mourned their loss. The sky was gray and drizzled rain.

			One lone, frazzled VAD scurried about, delivering medication and changing bandages. The morning breakfast trays remained scattered about the room, a low priority in this new, post-bomb world.

			Sam realized that he’d been looking for Lily instinctively. He shuddered. He couldn’t imagine what she must think of him. She wouldn’t be able to stand the sight of him now that she knew the truth, knew him for the murderer he truly was.

			His headache throbbed behind his eyes with a pulsing rhythm. With each two-stroke beat, the word repeated inside his mind: killer, killer, killer.

			All those times he’d gone to the trenches, he’d only casually considered, “Why me?” He’d only paused briefly at the wonder of his gift, before rushing off to use it, like a child wielding a howitzer.

			Now that he knew his real role with the wounded, the question of “why him” plagued his mind. Was it simply a fluke? Was it due to some peculiarity specific to his injury, much like the man Gordy had told of, with the bit of metal driven through his head? Was it a punishment of the gods?

			And in the end, what difference did it make? However the dark gift had come to him, he’d been the one to use it. Over and over again. He’d taken so many lives.

			Killer. Killer. Killer.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Lily trudged down the back hallway, trailing a hand along the wall. She was dead on her feet. Though she’d gone forty-eight hours without sleep in the past, she’d never known true weariness before now. She felt as thin and fragile as an egg shell. She’d crack with the slightest pressure.

			The zeppelin raid on the train station had taken seventeen lives. Most of the dead had been injured soldiers arriving on the hospital train. Five of the lost were from New Bedlam. Rose and Sister Newell were among them.

			The attack was a mortal wound to New Bedlam. Everyone sensed it, staff and patients. They shuffled around in a state of shock. It wasn’t just the loss of so many. The hospital would be useless without a functioning rail station. Though New Bedlam still had a heartbeat, her death was only a matter of time.

			Lily entered the officers’ ward and cast an eye to the corner of the room where Sam and Gordy lay. She could see the outlines of their silhouettes in the early morning light, but neither of them yet stirred. Sam was likely still in the drugged sleep that he’d been in since he’d awoken after the bombing.

			She checked the sterilized cabinet to find it empty, as she expected. She’d need to organize a group for autoclave duty—another task on her endless list. Since the previous day’s events, Lily had shuffled from emergency to emergency in a numb fog along with the rest of the staff.

			Before she would be needed for breakfast duty, she made her way to the matron’s office for the moment she’d been dreading. The matron had suffered a terrible leg burn while tending to the wounded and would be bedridden for a few days. Lily didn’t fear being discovered. She feared confirming Sam’s bizarre fear when she read through the list of the dead.

			She gripped a little slip of paper tightly. On it, she had written the dates of Sam’s seizures along with the names of the men he’d purported to heal—purported to kill, as he now claimed. She shook her head. It was too impossible. Sam was wrong. Distraught from Rose’s death. There was some other, more reasonable explanation. There had to be.

			She walked around the lemon tree and settled in behind the desk. She pulled out the clipboard that contained the list of killed in action. After glancing at the scrap of paper, she rifled through the sheets until she found August tenth.

			She ran her finger down the list, scanning through the line of names. Bonham, Bowman, Buchanan. Her finger hovered over the name.

			Buchanan, Pvt. George R. of Manchester. Died at Albert.

			Lily inhaled a shaky breath and closed her eyes for a moment, hoping it was a coincidence, but knowing better all the while.

			She flipped through the stack of papers, searching for the other date she’d memorized: August twenty-first. She took her time now, even though her tired muscles ached and she longed for the respite of sleep. She dreaded finding the name, knowing what she’d have to tell Sam. Eventually, she came she came to the ‘O’ section

			O’Reilly, Cpl. Glendon of Ulster. Died at Pozières.

			Oh, Sam.

			It was exactly as he’d feared.

			She dropped the list back onto the desk, not even bothering to tuck it into its proper spot. Lily no longer cared about the matron’s wrath. In the last twenty-four hours, she’d learned the harsh lesson that there were much crueler beasts afoot in this world.

			She leaned against the desk, her tired legs at last giving out. After holding in her tears all day, she let them flow at last. Pouring down her cheeks in rivers. She wept for Rose, for Sister Newell, for all those who were lost. She wept for O’Reilly and Buchanan, who were far more than inky blurbs on paper, but someone’s beloved sons. And she wept for Sam, sweet Sam, who had fought so bravely to save others, only to have it all go so wrong.

			After a long cry, she dried her eyes and found her brave face. Sure, it was only a disguise, but if she fooled others, she might just manage to fool herself. She slipped out of the matron’s office and trod down the hall toward her bedroom. Rose’s parents were due to arrive for the funeral service and would collect her things. Rose had always been such a tidy person and would want her clothes to be folded and packed before her mother arrived.

			Feeling weariness down to her bones, Lily twisted the knob and entered her room with a heavy heart.

			The following day, Lily woke before dawn and slipped into the officers’ ward, eager to speak with Sam. It was not to be, however. Sister Cudahee was on duty and had reported that she’d just given him another full dose of morphine.

			Since Dr. Raye had ordered a combined service for the lost staff members, the staff scrambled to prepare for the influx of visitors. The hospital was barely keeping up as it was. The loss of the railway hadn’t just translated to a loss of new patients—it also meant the end of steady supplies coming into the hospital. Worried cooks sorted through paltry supplies and sent the word to the village, which already had nothing to spare. Lily spent the rest of her morning organizing a shipment of standard army rations which had just arrived. The men would be dining on the same food that was served in the trenches: bully beef. It was better than nothing, but just barely.

			As Lily finished up that task, the first of their visitors began to arrive via Army convoy from the closest functional rail station. The group was a contingent of the families of the dead, as well as a General and several Corporals from Headquarters.

			Dr. Raye attended to the families first, inviting them into the day room. He asked Lily and a few other staff to accompany them. After making quick introductions, he offered words of condolences to the small gathering. He often faltered and cleared his throat while speaking. He looked so very weary and his voice broke with emotion as thanked the families for their sacrifice.

			When Dr. Raye was finished speaking, Lily made her way to Rose’s parents, the Lewises, who stood awkwardly in the rear of the room. Even if she hadn’t been familiar with the photograph Rose kept at her bedside, she’d have recognized the couple by their resemblance to their daughter. Her father had Rose’s build—tall and thin. Her mother shared her daughter’s fair skin and blonde hair. In the photograph, they’d struck a regal pose by a fireplace mantle. Today, they looked crumpled and worn. Rose’s mother’s eyes were unfocused, as if she was searching for something far away and not quite certain what the item looked like.

			The Lewises were polite but said little. After an awkward silence, Lily asked if they’d like to come to see their daughter’s room. They nodded and followed Lily toward the rear of the building, to staff quarters. Mrs. Lewis gripped her husband’s arm like an autumn leaf clinging to a tree.

			After entering her room, Lily handed them the small suitcase containing Rose’s possessions. Mrs. Lewis accepted it with a polite nod and a murmured “thank you.” She gripped the handle tightly with one hand while not letting go of her husband with the other.

			“Perhaps some fresh air?” Lily suggested. Being in Rose’s room seemed to be very difficult for Mrs. Lewis.

			“Yes,” said Mr. Lewis. “That would be fine.”

			Lily led them on a walk around the building before ending up in the back garden. She gestured toward the bench near the makeshift fountain. “This is a lovely shaded spot. Would you like to rest here while I attend to a few duties?”

			“Thank you,” Mr. Lewis murmured, not taking his eyes from his wide-eyed wife. “You’ve been more than kind.”

			Lily returned to the kitchen, hoping that a few moments alone would help ease the Lewises.

			The day had been so busy that she’d had few chances to step into the officers’ ward. Whenever she checked on Sam and Gordy, they looked the same. Sam slept while Gordy stared out the window. Though Rose’s loss felt like a constant weight around her heart, her chest wrenched sharply whenever she looked at the pair of them.

			Sister Cudahee interrupted her thoughts. “You know the officers’ ward the best.” She handed Lily a clipboard with a list of names. “Dr. Raye wanted you to sort through this list and mark which patients should be scheduled for the hospital ship.”

			“We’re evacuating?” Lily asked.

			“General Rainey will make that decision. In the meanwhile, you’re to help with this list.”

			“I see,” Lily said, taking the clipboard.

			“When you’ve finished, please leave it on his desk.” Sister Cudahee turned and left the room.

			Lily gripped the clipboard, got out her pen and set to work. When she came to Dwight, Samuel, she marked him down as fit for travel. Her fingers hardly trembled at all.

			As soon as she finished the list, she stepped out into the garden to check in on Rose’s parents. They had been joined by Mrs. McKeen, the working class mother of one of the ambulance drivers who’d died in the blast. Though back in England a wide social gap lay between them, they sat together in the corner of the garden, united in grief. Death had a cruel method of equalizing the classes.

			Lily approached the trio. “The service will begin shortly. Would you like to walk or shall I arrange transport?”

			“I think a walk would be fine as long as you’ll join us to show us the way,” Mr. Lewis said.

			“Certainly,” Lily replied. Most of the staff had already gathered by the front door, leaving a skeletal crew behind. Lily had volunteered to remain at the hospital, but Dr. Raye had insisted she attend.

			They walked the short distance to the village cemetery in silence. By the time they arrived, most of the staff had already gathered. A line of ambulances lined the side of the road.

			The cemetery perched on the edge of the woods, with a lovely view to the river valley below. The hospital staff and families stood in a ring closest to the graves. Matron Marshall stood determinedly in the front, her legs swathed in bandages near the general and colonels freshly arrived from HQ. A line of local French women ringed the gathering, their black dresses flapping like crow’s feathers in the breeze.

			Lily led the Lewises and Mrs. McKeen to the front of the group, where the priest stood beside the piles of freshly dug earth. Glancing down, Lily saw that the villagers had lined the grave walls with flowers and vines.

			Mercifully, the service was brief. Lily could scarcely keep track of the words being said because her mind was filled with the faces of those she loved: Rose, Sam, Gordy. Each time she inhaled, it felt like a blade pressing into her chest. Halfway through the service, she felt the gentle pressure of someone’s hand patting her shoulder. When she looked up, she saw Dr. Raye, looking concerned and more fatherly than she’d ever seen him.

			The gathering walked back to New Bedlam following the service. The officers from HQ were billeted at the hospital, but the visiting families were to be returned to England, and out of harm’s way, as soon as possible. Lily said goodbye to Mr. Lewis and couldn’t resist embracing Mrs. Lewis, who responded by nodding numbly. Once the families had settled themselves in the waiting ambulances, the little convoy set off down the cobbled road. Lily watched their pale, forlorn faces fading in the distance—together and yet alone.

			As soon as their guests departed, the hospital staff set to work on supper. Since most of them had attended the funeral, supper would be a meager affair of more bully beef and potatoes.

			Lily joined a line of VADs silently opening tins. As she worked, she caught herself looking up from time to time. It took a moment to realize what it was she was looking for. Or who.

			Rose.

			She’d grown so accustomed to checking on her roommate throughout the day, sharing a smile or exchanging a look when the matron was being difficult. And now Rose was gone, just like that. Lily’s world felt impossibly out of balance.

			She closed her eyes for a moment.

			With her eyes closed like this, Lily could almost imagine that she was dreaming. That at any moment Rose might shake her awake and whisper, “You’ve slept in, Lily! And the matron’s listed you for batwoman again, the old beast.”

			If Sam could somehow enact visions, why couldn’t Lily? Why shouldn’t she be able to wish very hard and somehow turn this horrible chain of events into a fantasy?

			She could open her eyes to see Miss Lewis just down the line, fumbling with the tin opener. She’d give that little English Rose smile, and then she and Lily would push their carts back onto the ward. Gordy would be waiting for them, grinning shyly. Perhaps today would be the day when he’d work up to calling her “Rosebud” to her face. And sweet, dear Sam would share a secret smile with Lily and tease Gordy about river sharks again.

			Lily opened her eyes.

			The sorrowful VADs continued to open the tins, wordlessly. The world had not bent to her wishes. Rose lay in the ground. Gordy sat in sorrowful silence. And Sam was lost to a drugged slumber—blaming himself for everything.

			Lily blinked away her tears and reached for another tin of beef.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			“Wake up.”

			Sam lifted his heavy lids to see Lily’s bright green eyes. He was happy for a moment, a few heartbeats, before reality landed on him with a thud.

			The train station. Rose. The Angel of Death.

			He swallowed and took a deep breath.

			Killer.

			“You’ve been sleeping for quite a while. How are you, Sam?” Lily’s voice broke with concern. Now that his vision had cleared, he could see her eyes were red-rimmed. She’d been crying, again. And he’d been the source of her tears, again.

			He dropped his gaze. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but could think of nothing to say.

			“I’m afraid that supper isn’t much.” She lifted a forkful of potato pie to his mouth. He glanced down to confirm that his restraints were still attached, as unnecessary as they were. He’d never been less eager to trigger a seizure.

			Lily nudged his bottom lip with the fork. “Come on, Sam. You need to eat.”

			He didn’t have the heart to oppose her and parted his lips. It tasted like sand. He forced it down his throat as though it was a much deserved punishment.

			When Lily refilled his fork and lifted it to his mouth, he shook his head, waking his headache.

			“The names?” he asked. “Did you check the records?”

			Lily blinked a few times. “Another bite, Sam. Come on.”

			“Did you check the names, Lily? Buchanan? O’Reilly?” His voice was a little louder than he’d intended, a little shriller. Lily looked over her shoulder, then scooted closer to him.

			“I did.” She bent down, her voice urgent in his ear. “It was…as you thought.”

			“Killed in action? Died during my seizures?”

			Lily kept her face near him and with his restraints, he had no way of pulling back to gauge her expression. When she spoke it was with great deliberation, like walking across a mine field. “The dates of their death matched your seizure activity, but that doesn’t mean…”

			Her words faded out and Sam felt the world sway. A wave of nausea crashed against him. He closed his eyes.

			Killer.

			He felt her fingertips gliding along the back of his hand. She entwined her fingers with his. The warmth of her hand, the solidness of her, was almost too much to bear. Strapped to the bed as he was, he couldn’t pull away. And damn his weakness, he didn’t want to. To feel her warmth was a gift he didn’t deserve, but he clung to it all the same, weak man that he was.

			“I know it’s hard, but you’ll get through this, Sam. I know you will.”

			He shook his head and his headache screamed in response. Good. He deserved pain.

			“I miss you, Sam. Please, talk to me.”

			He tried to think of something to say, but the words caught in his throat.

			After a long moment, she leaned closer. He could feel a strand of her hair had escaped her scarf and it tickled against his neck. “I’ll be back later.” she said. There was a brief pause and then, “Nothing has changed, darling.”

			But she was wrong. Lily was so brave and so wise about so many things. How sad to see her so very wrong about this.

			Everything had changed.

			The VADS drew the blackout curtains and lit the lamps. There was no evening cocoa after supper this evening, however, and the ward remained eerily quiet. Gordy had scarcely stirred since Sam had woken. He simply stared out the window. The only movement was the occasional head wobble.

			He’d glanced at Sam only once. His eyes held that glassy-eyed look of a man too long in the trenches. He nodded at Sam, then turned back to the window. Sam had to wonder how much Gordy had heard of his conversation with Lily. If he had any idea of the role Sam had played in Rose’s death.

			Guilt pressed against Sam with a crushing weight. Though his headache had kicked in after supper, he didn’t bother requesting morphine. He’d been in a drug induced daze since the bombing, which was beginning to feel like the coward’s way out. It was time for him to rejoin the land of the living. God knows, he’d done enough work in the land of the dead.

			Just as the VADs were finishing evening rounds, a large cluster of uniforms made a tour through the ward. Medical brass by the look of them. A general and a group of colonels and majors. Sam feigned sleep to avoid conversation. After a bit of glad-handing, Dr. Raye escorted the bunch out the front door and, presumably, on their way.

			The VADs dimmed the lights for the night and the men settled down to sleep. The usual chattering buzz on the ward had been so destroyed by recent events that the noise level was now the same at noon or midnight. Sam stared at the ceiling. His arms ached from the restraints and his head throbbed dully. From the corner of his eye, he could see Gordy, staring out the window, his head still bobbing in the dark.

			Sam recognized the soft click of Lily’s footsteps approaching in the otherwise silent ward. Her silhouette slipped between his and Gordy’s beds. She pulled the chair out and settled herself between them.

			After a moment of silence, she spoke. “General Rainey came by today. Did you see?”

			Neither he nor Gordy replied.

			“He’s had a meeting with the staff about the recent events,” she continued. “They’ve come up with a plan for New Bedlam and what’s to be done.”

			Sam tried to muster up some interest or think of something to say to her, but her presence stole his words. He was awash in shame and disgust. She was the only one who knew what he really was. How she could stand to be near him, he couldn’t imagine.

			“What will happen, then?” Gordy’s voice was so quiet that it took Sam a second to recognize him.

			“Without a station, it’s no use as a hospital anymore,” Lily replied. “They don’t have the luxury to repair it with a war on and with sixty other base hospitals in France, they won’t have to. They’ll ship most of you back to Blighty and the rest will be transferred to Rouen or LeHavre.”

			“Soon?” Gordy asked.

			“Within the next three days.” She stole a glance at Sam. Her eyes shone brightly in the dark. “I checked on you two specifically and wanted to let you know. You’ll be going to Rouen, Gordy. The same place I’m reassigned to, actually.”

			There was a long, uncomfortable silence. “Thank you. For letting me know,” Gordy said. When Sam didn’t respond, Gordy pressed on. “And what about Sam?”

			“He’s bound for Blighty at last,” she said, her voice trembling. “They’ll begin the transfer tomorrow.”

			Sam knew he needed to respond, but could simply think of nothing to say. His heart and mind felt as blasted as No Man’s Land.

			“Back to see your parents and your sister, Evie. Maybe you can help catch Lady P.” Her voice was so full of false cheer that he could hardly bear it.

			She leaned over, blocking Gordy’s view. She pulled close to Sam, her face only inches from his. “Come on, Sam. Talk to me.” She reached out to cup his chin. He closed his eyes, willing himself not to turn away. Not to be that cruel.

			“I’m hurting too, darling,” she said. “I understand.”

			But she didn’t. Couldn’t. He’d been the killer. While Lily had dedicated herself to saving people, he’d been murdering them. They were nothing alike.

			Lily leaned down to whisper in his ear. “Please don’t keep me out. They’ll take you away from me soon enough.”

			“No, Lily. Please.”

			She swallowed and took a deep breath. Still cupping his face in her hands, she reached down and brushed her warm lips against his. He shuddered, knowing it was their last kiss.

			When she pulled away, tears shone in her eyes. “I love you, Sam. Nothing is going to change that.”

			“I’m sorry for that.” It was brutal, but true. He might be a killer, but he could be honest. He owed her that much, at least.

			Her eyes widened as though he’d slapped her.

			“I don’t want to be unkind, but it is better if you leave me alone, Lily. It’s better if you forget me.”

			“What?” Her voice trembled. “Sam, you can’t…” She watched him guardedly, as though she was trying to work out the position of an enemy sniper.

			“I mean it. Stay away from me,” he said. Goddamn him to hell for saying it, but he would hurt her either way. Better to wound her with distance. A girl like Lily deserved better than…whatever he was.

			Killer.

			He turned to face the wall. After a moment, he heard her footsteps retreating. And then, silence.

			The hours crawled by. Unable to turn to look at the clock due to his restraints, Sam could only guess at the time. It had to be past midnight. The rest of New Bedlam’s inhabitants had fallen into a collective deep sleep—only instead of this being an enchanted slumber, it was a cursed one. In the corner of the room, the weary VAD on night duty had fallen asleep in a very uncomfortable looking wooden chair. Carrying sorrow was an exhausting business.

			Though the ward lights were off, the moon shone brightly through the windows. Gordy continued to stare out the glass panes as if Mr. Mesmer had put him in a trance. It was bloody unnerving. Sam clenched his jaw and closed his eyes, prepared to wait the night out.

			“Sam?” Gordy’s voice was whisper.

			“What is it?”

			“I need you to do something.” Gordy swung his legs around and stood beside Sam’s bed.

			“Anything,” Sam replied without a thought.

			Gordy leaned down and unbuckled Sam’s restraints.

			“I need you to come somewhere with me.”

			“Might that get us into trouble?” But Sam knew better. Since the bomb, New Bedlam was currently barely able to keep track of the severely wounded. Doing a bed count would be quite beyond their present capacities.

			“It’s important,” Gordy said. “Besides, from what I can see, those fits of yours come in through your eyes. Bright lights and such seem to trigger them—not walking about.”

			“That’s true enough.” Sam stood. His legs felt weak, but strong enough to support him for a brief while.

			Gordy didn’t waste any time. He walked quickly, if a little unevenly considering his bulky cast, ahead of Sam, waiting for him by the rear door. How strange for Gordy to head toward the kitchen. Perhaps he intended to lead them to the garden, toward that spot just beyond the window that he kept staring at. If it would bring some peace to the lad, Sam was more than happy to comply.

			They took a few steps into the kitchen, then Gordy stepped around Sam and pushed the door closed. When he turned to face him, Sam noticed that Gordy carried a small, canvas sack in one hand.

			“What’s this all about?” Sam asked.

			A storm of conflicting emotions played out in Gordy’s eyes and his head began to wobble from side-to-side.

			“Gordy, please tell me what’s going on.”

			“I’ve got a few things to say. But first, I want to thank you.” Gordy shifted the sack to his left hand and extended his right to shake Sam’s hand.

			Sam made no move to return the gesture. Oh, the bitter irony. “Believe me, Gordy. You don’t know what I’ve done. You have nothing to thank me for.”

			“You tried, didn’t you?”

			Sam could think of no response.

			Gordy reached out and gripped Sam’s uncooperative hand anyway. He shook it, his grip painfully tight. Sam was helpless to resist him. When Gordy dropped Sam’s hand, he began to speak, his voice low and measured. “I’m in the very next bed, Sam. I can’t help but hear what you and Lily talk about. And I know there was something funny going on with those seizures of yours. And that you went and had yourself another seizure to try to help Rose.”

			“But I didn’t save her.”

			Gordy shook his head. “I understand more than you think I do, Sam. In fact, I think I understand a great deal more than you do. You did your best. You tried.”

			“Trying doesn’t matter if you—”

			Gordy interrupted him. “Trying is the only thing that matters when you’ve got nothing left to do.”

			Sam opened his mouth to explain, but the words clung to his throat.

			Gordy pointed his wobbling chin in Sam’s direction. “Now, you’re going to do something else, whether you want to or not. You’re going to keep trying.”

			Sam gave Gordy a puzzled glance.

			“You’re going to talk to Bluebird.”

			“I’m going to do nothing of the kind,” Sam said.

			“We’ll see about that.” Gordy placed the burlap sack on the floor and it clinked in a strangely familiar way. He stepped toward Sam. “The way you talked to her today, it wasn’t right. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but you’re going to go down that hall and try to mend it.”

			“You don’t know what’s going on, Gordy.” Sam tried to step around Gordy, but Gordy thunked his cast to the left and effectively blocked the door. For a man with a leg in a cast, he was impressively mobile.

			“Don’t need to know what’s going on.” Gordy’s voice was as serious as a churchman. “If the war has taught me nothing else, I’ve learned that each day might be our last. I have regrets, Sam. Regrets about Rosebud. I’ll be goddamned if I let you have those same regrets about Lily. Telling her to leave you. Shutting her out. You hurt her.”

			“I’m only doing what’s best,” Sam said.

			“Bollox.” Gordy raised his fists in a fighting stance and leaned forward on his cast. If it weren’t for the burning intensity behind his eyes, Sam would have had to laugh. Gordy’s head wobble resembled a boxer, weaving in the ring.

			“I mean it, Sam.” The determination in Gordy’s eyes underlined his words and put an exclamation mark on them.

			“You don’t understand,” Sam said.

			“Stop saying that. I don’t need to understand.” Gordy took a step forward, his cast thudding on the kitchen tile. “You either talk to her or hit me.”

			Sam just stood there numbly.

			“Do you want me to take the first swing?” Gordy jutted his chin toward Sam. “‘Cause I’ll bloody well do it.”

			Sam took a step back. “I’m not going to fight you.”

			“Wise choice.” Gordy dropped his fists and relaxed his stance. Before Sam had a moment to react, Gordy picked up the canvas bag and gripped Sam’s elbow with his free hand, steering him down an unfamiliar hallway. Sam followed along. He could think of nothing else to do that wouldn’t cause a scene and result in a great deal of trouble for Gordy.

			They stopped in front of a nondescript door and Gordy placed the sack on the floor. He turned and gripped Sam’s shoulders. “You love her and she loves you, you bloody idiot. You might not have much time, but you have now. You have tonight.”

			Gordy turned, rapped twice on the door, then limped rapidly down the hall. Sam couldn’t move. He just stood there as still and mindless as a scarecrow.

			Lily opened the door.

			She wore only a nightgown, her hair done up in a braid. The moment she saw Sam standing there, her face fell. It was not exactly the expression that might inspire confidence.

			“I didn’t think…” Lily stammered. “That is…is everything all right?”

			“Oh no, Lily.”

			“It’s not all right?” She stepped out to the hall, her expression grave. She looked down the hall to see Gordy’s retreating form.

			“I mean, yes, rather. Everything is fine.” Sam rubbed his face with one hand. His beard stubble prickled against his palm. “I’m rather making a muck-up of this. It was Gordy, you see…”

			“Perhaps we should have this conversation in my room?” She gave a nervous glance down the hall. “Wouldn’t want to wake anyone.”

			He snatched the canvas sack and followed her through the door. She closed it behind them and lit the gas lamp on her wall. Her room was small, but very cozy. A pair of bright yellow curtains, which appeared to have been fashioned from bed linens, brightened the barred windows. One of the two beds was stripped bare and stared at him like an accusation.

			Rose’s bed.

			“Gordy?” She said at last, breaking the silence. He turned to face her. Dear god, sweet Lily. He’d never seen her out of her starched white apron. Her nightgown clung to the curve of her hip in a way that made his legs feel increasingly unsteady and he had a hard time maintaining focus.

			“Is something wrong with Gordy?” she asked.

			“Not precisely. He thought that you and I should talk.”

			“He thought we should talk?” Lily asked. Now that they were in her room he could see her expression more clearly—she looked so weary, her eyes full of sorrow.

			“I think we should talk.” He tried to find the right words to say to her, but damned if he could think of them. “That is, if you’d like to talk.” His tongue tripped over his teeth even when he was at his best.

			“Sam? Would you like to sit down?” Her pretty green eyes grew cloudy with concern.

			“Ah, yes. Thank you.” He perched on the edge of her bed. She settled in beside him, and a wave of relief splashed over him. Her warmth, her solid presence anchored him. He gripped Gordy’s canvas bag tightly, worrying the edge with his fingertips.

			“What do you have there?” she asked, glancing at the bag.

			“Ah, Gordy left it. I don’t know what’s in it, but I have my suspicions.”

			She slid her small hand in his, and he very nearly sighed with relief.

			“God, Lily. I’m so sorry. I was so unkind earlier today. I don’t quite know what to do and I…”

			She leaned over and brushed her lips against his in a tender kiss. Her soft lips utterly undid him. He let Gordy’s canvas bag drop to the floor with a plunk.

			“I’ve missed you, Sam. So much,” she whispered against his lips.

			He wrapped his arms around her. “Me too, Lily. God help me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Lily wasn’t going to cry. She certainly didn’t want to cry. But it was such a balm, feeling his arms around her, his warmth, his steady heartbeat thumping comfortingly against her cheek, after the long day had whipped her about like a rag in the wind.

			He stroked her hair, tentatively at first, with careful hands patting down the length of her braid. She nuzzled up under his chin and felt him shudder.

			“Are you crying?” He tilted his head, his breath warm in her ear. “Darling, please don’t cry. I’m so sorry. I was a bloody fool. I just didn’t know what to do. I still don’t.” He pulled away from her, looking down, eyes full of regret. “If I had an ounce of decency, I’d stay away from you.”

			“Don’t say that. You must know how much I’ve longed to be with you, to really talk to you.”

			“I don’t know why, now that you know what I’ve done.”

			She reached out to clasp his hand in hers. She didn’t know if it was for his reassurance or her own.

			She stole a glance at him. Though he still looked like her Sam, he seemed different as well. There was a brokenness to him. Like a cracked mirror, with the frame still holding the shattered pieces together.

			He caught her looking at him and took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean a thing I said earlier, about staying away. I was simply trying to do the right thing and I…” He released her grip and ran a hand through his hair. “Trying to do the right thing keeps getting me into some pretty horrible situations.”

			She took his hand and held it gently. “With the seizures, Sam, you can hardly blame yourself. You didn’t know what you were doing. How could you have known?”

			“Does it matter if I knew? Really? I killed them. Now I see it. It’s why that Irish lieutenant treated me so oddly—he knew something was wrong with me. A few of the lads even knew what I was. How could I have not questioned it?”

			“What was your alternative?”

			“What do you mean?” He looked at her quizzically.

			“Well, the way you tell it, you had a seizure and ended up next to someone who was dying.”

			“Yes.”

			“At any point were you given a choice? Were there any other options to these trips? Did you have a say in your grim destinations?”

			Sam watched her carefully. After a moment, he shook his head.

			“And from what you’ve told me about the injuries, certainly from Rose’s case, they were all mortally wounded. Why do you heap all this blame on yourself?”

			“Because I was bloody well killing people, Lily! Even if I didn’t know what I was doing, I was arrogant enough not to question it. I simply wielded my power without thought, as though I was some sort of hero, or a god.”

			“I know exactly what you’re feeling because I’m guilty of the same thing.”

			He looked at her, at last. “You don’t. You can’t.”

			“No, I really do. If you’re going to hate yourself for this, you should hate me even more. What I did was worse.”

			“What are you talking about?” He narrowed his eyes.

			“Every time they send me down to the trains, I make life and death decisions.”

			Sam shook his head, dismissing it. “That’s not the same thing.”

			“Isn’t it? When I’m on triage, I make those exact choices. I decide that one soldier has a better chance of surviving and I put another man in the back of the line. I’m playing god every day.”

			Sam gripped her hand tightly. “You’re wrong.”

			“At least when you intervened, you didn’t know what you were doing, Sam. I knew all along.”

			“Doing triage is part of your job. You save lives. All I did was kill people. What I did to Rose…”

			“I’ve given a lot of thought about Rose, actually.” Lily squeezed his hand a little tighter. “I’ve thought about all of it a great deal and something occurred to me.” She turned to look at Sam. He stared at a fixed spot on the floor as if bracing himself for an incoming shell.

			“When you talked about Rose, you said that she thanked you.”

			Sam nodded.

			“Did any of the others thank you? Seem eager to touch you?”

			Sam tilted his head, sorting through his memories. “Some of them, yes. And Rose…she said something else.” He lifted his gaze to her. “She said, ‘I know what you are.’”

			“And yet, she still reached for you.”

			“That doesn’t excuse what I’ve done.”

			“You have to consider, Sam, that you don’t even know what you were. Maybe you weren’t an Angel of Death. Maybe you were sent as something else. Maybe these people were dying anyway, and you were a hand to hold when they most needed comfort.”

			He released her grip and rubbed his hand across his stubbled chin.

			“We have no way of knowing because I’m never going to do it again.” His voice shook with intensity. “Even if you’re right and I’m providing some kind of comfort. I won’t take another life, Lily. I can’t.”

			She inhaled deeply. No matter what she said, she knew he’d carry the responsibility with him, shoulder the guilt. It was just who Sam was.

			“But I can’t help but wonder what happens next. If you have another seizure and refuse to—do that thing you must do in order to end it…”

			“Take a life?” Sam asked, his tone bitter. “Become a killer again?”

			She looked into his mournful eyes. “How will your seizure end if you refuse to cooperate?”

			He squeezed her hand. “I have every motivation in the world to never induce another one. I shouldn’t think it would happen.”

			She pulled back. She nearly asked for his word of honor on the subject, but remembering the last time he’d given his word to not induce another seizure, only to break it a few hours later, she held her tongue.

			He wrapped an arm about her waist. “You understand that I was only forcing myself to seize out of a sense of duty in the first place. Laid up in the hospital, these trips seemed the only way to help my comrades. And when I thought I could save someone from New Bedlam—I had to try.”

			“I know, Sam. I truly understand. Had it been me, I’d have tried as well. I suppose I can’t help but worry for you should you have another one,” Lily said cautiously.

			“They seem to be only caused by light, and even then, they’re becoming more and more difficult to trigger. I nearly failed on my last attempt.”

			A tear trailed down her cheek. He lifted his thumb to her cheek and wiped it away tenderly.

			At that simple gesture, she flew apart—like a flock of birds breaking apart midair. All the sorrow and death of the last few days burst down in a terrific storm. As her tears began to fall, he gathered her in his arms. He held her tightly, rubbing a hand across her back in a there-there motion. He said nothing. He didn’t have to. It was part of their easy comfort that had been there from the beginning, inexplicably even when he’d still been sleeping.

			When her squall passed, he didn’t release his grip and she couldn’t pull away. She stayed there surrounded by his warmth, the thud-thud of his heart beating steadily. His fingertips rubbed little soothing circles on her back.

			“You’re very good at this, you know,” she said with a hic.

			He gave a little laugh. If she’d dared a peek up, she knew his dimple would be showing. “I’m good at holding crying women? I don’t think that says much about my character.”

			She only squeezed him around the middle in reply.

			“It’s strange, actually. Whenever Evie or Mum wept, I always felt like a bumbling fool. Around you, it’s different. I just leap in.”

			He leaned down and pulled her chin up so that he could look in her eyes.

			“I’m red-eyed and horrible,” she said.

			“Also, you’re bright red right here.” He kissed the tip of her nose tenderly. “You’re beautiful to me, Lily. Always. And I don’t know what I am or why you put up with me, but I’m awfully glad you’re here.”

			He captured her mouth in a kiss. She gave a little gasp of surprise at first, but as he teased her lips with his tongue, she opened her mouth, tentatively exploring his lips with little licks and nibbles. Though death was all around them, the comfort he found in her arms felt too much to bear. He felt unworthy of such things.

			He broke the kiss, and looked down at her. She smelled like lavender and soap and some indistinguishable herbal fragrance.

			“You’ll be going home soon. Tomorrow most likely.” She made a valiant attempt at giving him a bright smile, but she failed so miserably that it pulled at something inside his chest.

			“Lily, I…”

			She interrupted him with another kiss. “Let’s not talk of tomorrow,” she murmured against his lips. “We’ve had too much loss. Too much sorrow. Let’s leave it behind—just for tonight.”

			Her fingers slipped beneath his top and swept along his back. He shuddered with pleasure. She gave a little sigh at his response, and it completely undid him. His heart thundered to a gallop inside his chest. Thank merciful Christ that his headache remained at bay.

			Her lips were swollen slightly from kisses—his kisses—and her lovely green eyes were wide and shining.

			“Lily?” he began awkwardly, “May I—” He sat down on her bed and she followed, nestling on his lap as though it was a familiar move. He smiled at the wonder of it.

			“Anything, Sam.” She placed her fingers beneath his chin, pulling his gaze to her. “You needn’t ask. I am yours. Tonight is ours. It may be all we ever get—and if so, I intend to wring every bit of happiness out of it.”

			He inhaled deeply. “I should very much like to undo your plait. To see your hair again, if you wouldn’t mind.”

			She laughed and it felt like a thorn being removed from his aching heart. Wordlessly, she reached around and pulled her braid to the front. He untied the ribbon which bound it, then carefully began unbraiding her auburn locks. When he was finished, he spread her hair out like a fan against her white nightgown. He leaned back and stared at her.

			“I’m taking a photograph with my mind. This is going to have to do me for a good, long while.”

			A serious expression swept across her face. She leaned down and brushed her lips against his, then leaned up, her breath warm in his ear. “Not tonight, Sam. We can’t think of tomorrows now. And yesterdays are forbidden as well.”

			She gave tender, nibbling kisses to his ear then, and it was so erotic that he couldn’t help but wriggle. When he felt her fingers sliding up and slipping his buttons free, he had to force himself to keep breathing steadily. She’d been so timid in the past that this newer, more sensual woman was quite undoing him.

			Her mouth was busily nibbling along his neck and ear, and she whispered, “I’m not a fast girl, but I need you, Sam. And it’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

			“Oh, darling. I know that. And I want you too—like you can’t imagine. I simply wouldn’t want you to do something you might regret.”

			She stepped back and pulled his shirt off, then gave him her serious look. “I have a lot of regrets. The whole bloody war is a regret. But you, Sam? You’re the one good thing in all of this. And I could no sooner regret you than you could regret me.”

			“Never.”

			“And your head? You don’t have any aches or—anything?”

			“I always know beforehand, Lily. You can trust me.”

			“I know I can, dear. You’re the one thing I can trust.”

			Through it all, she trusted him. How could it be? Despite knowing what he’d done and regardless of his broken words in the past—she was still Lily, his trusting Lily, her heart wide open to him.

			She nuzzled against his bare chest. The scent of her, lavender and soap, overwhelmed his senses and her unbound hair tickled and teased a path across his skin. When she pulled away from him, he fought an urge to tighten his grip. Lily stood, then walked over to turn out the light.

			As she settled in beside him, his eyes adjusted to dark. The dim light of the moon splashed against her white nightgown. She reached over and took his hand in hers. He could see a small smile playing about her lips.

			He reached up and traced the buttons of her nightgown. Despite all he’d been told about intimacy, about sex, in this moment there was no shame at all. Only a quivering kind of anticipation. He felt rather like a child on Christmas morning.

			She watched him, wide-eyed, as she placed her hands over his, nudging him toward the buttons of her nightgown. He unbuttoned them with shaking fingers. When he’d finished, she shifted on the bed and lifted the garment over her head. For a moment, he didn’t know what to do. Then he looked into her eyes and saw the slightest bit of shyness slipping into her expression.

			“You’re beautiful, darling,” he said. He was surprised by how hoarse he sounded. “So much more than I’d imagined—and I’ve imagined you quite a lot.”

			To his dismay, her shy expression only deepened. But his brave girl spoke all the same. “Me too.” Then she laughed a little and all awkwardness evaporated completely—along with her reserve.

			“And now, my dear Sam, I believe you’re a little overdressed.” She raised a brow and began to work on his drawer drawstrings.

			Sam watched as Lily slept in his arms, her head upon his shoulder and her hair spread across his chest in a fan. There was little choice but to sleep in his arms on her very narrow bed. Sam couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t risk it. He had to keep her safe. Besides, his mind and body were far too awake with the wonder of Lily to allow him slumber. He was so fantastically in love with her, and even more astounding, she loved him too. Even in the middle of this cursed war, even if he were only a farmer with his head bashed in, she loved him.

			He held her like that for an hour, not daring to move for fear he’d wake her and break the enchantment. When she stirred in her sleep, he held his breath, wanting to prolong the moment.

			“Sam?” she murmured against his throat. “You’re awake, aren’t you?”

			He nodded. “I knew I’d have to return to my bed soon. I just couldn’t let you go. Not quite yet.”

			She wrapped her arm around his middle.

			“You’re not sore, are you?” He asked. “I didn’t wish to hurt you.”

			“I’m fine, Sam. And it was lovely. Being with you in that way was just what I wanted.”

			“You should know, darling, how much I care for you. How much I love you.”

			She nodded, her head still pillowed on his shoulder. “I know. As I love you.”

			“And I’ve done this badly, or at least not in the order I’d intended. But you should know that I very much wish to marry you.”

			She didn’t nod at this, nor did she speak.

			“Lily, I know it’s not a customary sort of proposal, but…you will marry me, won’t you?”

			He felt her warm breath on his neck as she sighed. After a few moments, she finally spoke. “We can talk of this later, Sam.”

			“What do you mean, later?” He was torn between wanting to look at her, to gauge her expression and dreading the moment he’d have to let her out of his arms.

			“Tonight is just about tonight. Not tomorrow. Not forever.” Lily’s voice was calm and tightly controlled. “There’s a war on, as you know too well, and promises like that aren’t meant for times like these.”

			“But you’re not saying no?” He hated the tone of desperation in his voice.

			“Perhaps when the war is over, we might see things differently.” She pulled away from him.

			“I won’t see things differently, darling. Not ever. Is it that you think your feelings for me will change?”

			She sat up in bed, tucking the sheets around her breasts. “Not at all, Sam. It’s just that…after making love with you—to have you propose feels like a bit of obligation on your part.”

			God, nothing could be further from the truth. But he could see why she might look at it that way. Damn him and his timing.

			“Is that truly all that troubles you?”

			She looked over at Rose’s empty bed and didn’t have to say a thing.

			“I know a war is on,” Sam said, “but either of us could go. You could be hit by a shell. A seizure might end me. But, darling, all the more reason to marry. To grab this happiness while we can.”

			Lily shook her head. “Even if I did say yes, what would your family think?”

			He was nonplussed. “They would love you.”

			“They wouldn’t think me fast?” She gave him a skeptical look.

			“Goodness no! They’d be forever grateful to you for rescuing me from a life of solitude amongst my sheep. This may come as a shock to you, Lily, but I was hardly the dashing bachelor back in West Sussex.”

			“And it’s like I told you before, wartime romances don’t always last. In the garden, you’d mentioned Lady Hamilton and Wellington, but you glossed over how they turned out.”

			“But you forget, I was never a war hero, only a farmer in a captain’s uniform. And farmers are terribly faithful. We’re like sheepdogs that way.” He lay his head down on her shoulder and kissed her neck. “Marry me.”

			“Even if it wasn’t for all the other issues, you know I can’t. I have a contract with the Army. I have a duty, Sam.” She looked at him, her eyes burning with serious intent. And he’d be damned if he could think of a response to her. She took her duty as seriously as he’d taken his, and he couldn’t be the one to insist she abandon it.

			“We’ll talk of it later then. But when I leave you tomorrow, I’ll do everything within my power to make it the briefest of partings. Duty and honor and family will be given their due, but I fear I’m quite determined about the matter.”

			He forced himself out of bed, ever conscious of the danger he put her in by being in her room. He quickly slipped into his hospital blues and turned to face her.

			“Until I’m by your side again, I’ll write you,” he said.

			She frowned in alarm. “You’d better not. Your seizures!”

			He laughed. “I’ll dictate them to Evie then, until I’m given the all clear.”

			A grin replaced her frown. “I’d like that.”

			He leaned down and kissed her forehead before stepping backwards toward the door. Tears filled her green eyes as she watched him.

			“Don’t think for a moment that I’m giving up, Lily. Don’t fool yourself. Time and distance and the whole bloody German army aren’t enough to come between you and me. You’ll see. But I need to leave now. I need to keep you safe.” He reached up to turn off the light. “You need to get some sleep, love. God knows you’ll need it.” In the dark, he tripped over the canvas bag. “Oh, the wine. We’ve entirely forgotten about it. I don’t suppose I should take it back to Gordy?”

			“Yes, he should have it. Maybe he’ll find another reason to toast, some day.” Her voice sounded like she was crying and he had to fight the urge to wrap her back in his arms.

			He opened the door a crack and cautiously poked his head into the hall. It was empty. Desperate not to compromise Lily, he turned back for the briefest moment. The light from the hall spilled onto the bed where she sat, green eyes swimming with tears.

			She tilted her chin up and forced a smile onto her lips. “Goodbye, Sam.”

			“I love you,” he replied, and slipped away from her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Sam returned to his bed, but he couldn’t sleep. Just after dawn, the VAD brigade brought a hearty breakfast of toast and eggs, the latter likely donated from all the villager’s chickens. The fact that they’d taken the trouble to provide such a lavish meal in spite of the train bombing didn’t sit well with Sam. He knew it should feel like they were preparing the men for a long journey, and not like fattening calves up for the slaughter—but he couldn’t shake the feeling of impending disaster that began to settle on his shoulders. The bombing, and the revelations that it had brought, had turned the world on its axis and brought about the death of New Bedlam. The hospital’s heartbeat was stuttering now. It was only a matter of time before it stopped beating all together.

			Sam forced himself to eat a little breakfast, though he was too tightly wound to have much appetite. No one seemed to mind that he was free of restraints and it felt like a small luxury to feed himself. Gordy was far from being back to his old self, but seemed to be stepping out of the darkness. While he ate, he attempted to engage Sam in conversation about the weather and what he knew about the condition of hospital ships. Gordy expressed confidence that Sam would be safe as houses on the journey. The Germans may have renewed unrestricted submarine warfare, but all hospital ships traveled in convoys now. The only reference he made to the previous night’s business was to ask Sam if he was angry at him. Sam replied that he most certainly was not.

			Even before the VADs collected the breakfast trays, Dr. Raye began his rounds with Lily at his side. The moment she stepped onto the ward, she looked for Sam and gave him a wide smile. He smiled in return and willed himself to be patient as she walked among the rows.

			The doctor sped through the ward, only sparing a few words at each officer’s bedside. Lily scrambled behind, balancing an armload of files, release papers most likely. As the doctor moved between the beds, Lily sorted through papers, scribbling madly. By the time the pair reached Sam, he was sitting up, desperately hoping for a moment alone with her.

			“Hectic schedule this morning.” The doctor nodded toward him. “Good news for you, Captain. You’ll be headed to Blighty.”

			“How soon?” Sam asked.

			Dr. Raye picked up Sam’s chart and scribbled a note. “Within the hour, I’d imagine. They’re prepping the convoys as we speak. Best wishes for a speedy recovery.”

			Sam cast a glance to Lily. She had a tight smile in place, but trained her eyes on the sheaf of papers in her hands. She didn’t risk a glance up at him.

			The doctor turned to face Gordy. “And Lieutenant, I’ve good news for you as well. I’ve just received word that you’ll be reassigned as a translator at General Headquarters in Montreuil. You’ll need to complete your recovery at Rouen first, naturally.”

			“Thank you, sir.” A swarm of conflicting emotions flickered across Gordy’s face. Guilt was chief among them. “Will you be coming along to Rouen with us, sir?”

			“I won’t. I’ve been reassigned as well. I’m heading to RAMC Headquarters in London.” Dr. Raye cleared his throat. “Don’t like being so far away from the action, truth be told. But it’s an opportunity to make some changes in how things are run. I would likely have much better luck if I started from the top.”

			The doctor nodded toward both men. “Take care, soldiers.” He turned away and walked across the aisle to begin the next row. Lily followed behind, her chin tucked down to conceal her expression.

			An unfamiliar VAD followed directly behind the doctor, pushing a luggage cart. When she reached Sam, she read his chart, then pulled his suitcase and duffel bag from the pile. After depositing them at the foot of his bed, she moved on to the next patient without a word.

			Gordy swung his leg around and stood up. “I reckon I’d better help you pack up.”

			Sam opened his duffel to see his uniform folded on top. It seemed like an unfamiliar garment to him after all he’d been through. He pulled it out—first the jacket, then the trousers. As he unfolded his trousers a small, dark stone fell out of the pocket and rolled along the floor. His father’s old totem. It came to rest at Gordy’s feet.

			“What’s this then?” Gordy picked it up and turned it over in his hand. The carved monkey’s face grinned emptily at Gordy.

			“Ah, was a memento of the Boer War. A little something for luck.” Sam held out his hand. Gordy plopped the cold stone into Sam’s open palm.

			“Won’t be needing that where you’re going,” Gordy said with a grin.

			“I suppose not,” Sam said. “I should pass it on to my brother. Maybe he’ll be sent to Blighty as well. Would certainly put Evie’s mind to ease.”

			Sam put the stone back into his trouser pocket before dressing in his uniform. By the time he’d buttoned up, Gordy had already finished packing away Sam’s letters and the few scattered items on his bedside table.

			At the last minute, Sam plucked a dried sprig of dill from Lily’s now drooping bouquet. He tucked it into his pocket while Gordy fiddled with the suitcase latch. While Gordy was diverted, Sam took the opportunity to slip the bottle of wine back under Gordy’s bed, just out of sight.

			“Feels strange wearing a uniform again after so much time in my hospital blues,” Sam said.

			“You’ll be back in civvies before you know it. No more army for you.” Gordy held out a bit of paper and Sam took it. “It’s my new address in Montreuil. I know you won’t be able to write me any time soon, but your head should clear up some day. I’d like to know what’s become of you.”

			“Thank you, Gordy.” Sam slipped the note into his front pocket. “It’s been a pleasure.” He extended his hand and Gordy shook it heartily. “Thank you for everything.”

			Gordy looked into his eyes. “I expect an invitation to your and Bluebird’s wedding, you know.”

			Sam shook his head and smiled. “No one has ever worked harder for one, Gordy.”

			The air was filled with the sounds of thudding suitcases and squeaking carts as men prepared to leave. VADs and sisters wove throughout the ward on various little missions. Through the milling throng, every now and then, he could see Lily and Dr. Raye—growing distant as they worked their way through the ward.

			Several men burst through the front door, the ambulance drivers who’d been in and out of the ward daily since his arrival. He felt a sentimental twinge at not even knowing the names of these familiar faces. They grabbed officers’ suitcases and carried them out the door to the waiting ambulances.

			Before Sam had a moment to collect himself, he watched as his own suitcase was snatched up. He tried to reach for his duffel bag, but Gordy had already gotten it over his shoulder and was hobbling toward the door. Sam had no choice but to follow, searching through the milling crowd, trying to spot Lily’s little white scarf among so many.

			A few other men filed in behind Sam and blocked his view. It wasn’t until he reached the door that he finally spotted Lily. She’d stepped out into the aisle, her arms down at her side, but her chin up. She wore a very brave face.

			It was all Sam could do to keep moving his feet forward. Lily forced a smile on her lips and raised her palm—courageous, darling girl. He stopped and lifted his hand in return. Then the men behind him gently nudged him backward through the open door and she was lost to him.

			Sam turned to see four ambulances idling at the curb. Since Gordy was loading his duffel bag into the lead vehicle, Sam climbed into the back. The upper bunks had been removed so that the men could be seated upon the two remaining lower beds. After depositing his burden, Gordy hobbled backward a few steps and watched Sam with a newly familiar solemn expression.

			A few other men settled in beside Sam and a soldier climbed in next to the driver. As soon as their little convoy could hold no more, his driver climbed behind the wheel and eased down New Bedlam’s driveway. As they turned the corner, Sam caught one last glance at the place. Faded red brick looking brighter than usual in the morning sun. A flurry of men and suitcases scrambling about the front steps, like ants on a hill. And standing at the top of the stairs, leaning against the rail for support, stood Gordy, one hand raised in a salute against his wobbling head.

			Sam saluted in return, but his eyes were so cloudy that he had no idea if Gordy had even seen the gesture.

			Sam closed his eyes and tried to relax. Once again, he attempted to force his headache away with willpower. Each time he heard the metal clanging of the ship, the sound reverberated inside his mind.

			It had been a very long day.

			After two hours in an ambulance, they’d loaded the men onto a hospital train. Due to the limited number of ambulances available for the evacuation of New Bedlam, it had taken over five hours to completely load the train. The journey to the hospital ship at Le Havre had been much quicker, but upon their arrival, they’d had a considerable wait on the docks. Most of the men had waited in the sun, but Sam had been insistent upon finding a spot inside the station. He felt like a selfish prig to make such demands. His memory of the look in Lily’s eyes spurred on his persistence.

			By the time the hospital ship was loaded, it was early evening and the baby headache that had hatched earlier that day had turned into an adolescent with attitude. Since they were crossing at night, the ship was brightly lit, to be evident to all that it was a hospital ship and therefore a noncombatant. Not that this distinction had made a great deal of difference to the Germans of late.

			The ship was well out of the harbor and the patients had begun to settle before Sam had a chance to hail a passing nurse. “Excuse me, Miss. Might I trouble you for a bit of pain relief? I’ve a terrible headache.”

			The plump nurse had a kindly face and met Sam with a smile. “Crossings can bring that about. Let me just check your chart and see what I’m allowed to give you.” She scanned his chart quickly. “It says you’ve been prescribed Phenobarbital three times per day. Is that correct? And you’ve received all three today?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			The woman gave a humming sound. “Nothing in here about restricting you from medications, but with phenobarb, it can be tricky. I’ll be back in a moment.” When the woman returned, it was with a small glass of foul-smelling liquid. Sam downed it and thanked her.

			He lay back on his bunk and pulled the covers around his head. He knew that he must appear quite silly, like a child hiding in bed from a monster. But his headache wasn’t dimming. He tried to relax and concentrate on something else, but the only thing he could possibly think of was Lily. The feel of her warm breath against his neck as he lay with her. The way her soft breast pressed against his skin. The brave look in her pretty green eyes as she watched him leave her.

			To his surprise, the exhausting day combined with the rumble of the ship’s engines eventually coaxed him into a light sleep.

			He came to some time later when a loud shout filled the air, quickly followed by the wah-wah-wah of a siren, screaming a warning from somewhere on deck. He, and his headache, stirred to life immediately.

			“Up! Up you all!” The plump nurse ran along the aisles, shaking the men’s feet as she passed. “Those of you who are able, you’re to get up on deck. Now.”

			“Why? What is it?” a voice asked.

			“U-boat attack.” She bent over to assist one of the patients to his feet. “All able-bodied men up on deck. Now. Standard procedure.” She nodded toward Sam. “Come along then.”

			Sam crawled out of bed, his headache giving a kick of protest. He followed the trail of men toward the narrow stairwell in the rear. They spilled onto the deck and were shoved toward the bow of the ship. The wind whipped across the bow, which was shockingly cold despite the tight crush of men. Sailors scurried about amidst shouted orders.

			The plump nurse herded the men farther toward the front of the ship. It was least protected from the wind there, but it was necessary so that they could fit the maximum number of men topside. Once the men were relatively settled, she returned below decks to assist others.

			Though his position at the bow of the ship was freezing, it offered a fine vantage point of the ensuing action. All the ships in the small convoy of seven were brightly lit. Two of the smaller vessels were fitted with bright spotlights, which roamed over the surface of the waves, searching for signs of the U-boat.

			Another blast of cold wind hit and Sam felt his headache kick up a notch.

			He heard a snatch of shouting from one of the destroyers and noticed the spotlight had stopped searching the water and had focused on a single point. Sam couldn’t tell what it was in the dark and at such a distance, but by the reaction of the men, he could only assume they’d found the enemy vessel.

			“He’s going to ram it,” said a voice at Sam’s elbow.

			“Bit of a risk, isn’t it?” asked another.

			“It’s the most effective way of taking them out. Even the war department approves now.”

			As if on orders from the fellow at Sam’s elbow, the second destroyer headed directly toward the U-boat while the other ship kept its beam of light pointed directly at that specific point on the water.

			A small bang sounded, then a great deal of shouting. With his headache roaring about his ears, Sam couldn’t tell for a moment, that it was a celebratory sound.

			Soon, all the men on deck joined in the cheering, and the hospital ship celebrated in the only way they could. By sounding the siren and flickering their deck lights.

			When the beam of light struck Sam’s eyes, it felt like a physical blow, directly to the back of his brain.

			“No!” Sam shouted. “I need to go below.” But his voice was lost in the sound of the men’s cheers.

			He closed his eyes, trying to fight what he knew was coming. Blindly, he pushed through the throng of men, scrambling like a rat trying to find a hole. To no avail. The light had already blasted through the gate in his mind, flooding his mind with pain and…red…and then nothing.

			Sam’s heart lurched as he was immediately transported into a place of icy, bitter cold. The chilly wind on the deck was nothing to it. This was a heavy blanket of ice, of death, and it had its frozen fingers around Sam in a tight grip.

			When he tried to extend his arm, it moved so slowly that it took Sam a moment to realize that he was in water.

			The hospital convoy was just a few hundred yards away, still celebrating with flickering lights and cheers while he watched from his watery vantage point. The destroyer circled through the water, spotlight flickering over the water’s surface, searching for survivors.

			Sam’s headache screamed around his ears as he turned his head. It seemed he’d landed a short distance from the point of impact. A surprisingly small amount of wreckage of the U-Boat floated around him in the water, but Sam knew, and dreaded, that bit of flotsam that he should be expecting.

			He found the man quite easily. Only a few feet away, bobbing in the wreckage. The German sailor was young, early twenties—a handsome blond lad with his entire life before him. As he met Sam’s eyes, his expression wasn’t one of an enemy combatant, nor of fear. It was a look of absolute defeat.

			The sailor lifted his chin toward Sam, as an acknowledgement. Then he lifted his gaze to the dark night sky, exhaled a long sigh completely emptying his lungs of air and sank beneath the waves.

			Touch him. He wants to die. Just reach out and give him what he wants.

			Sam knew he should swim toward the sailor, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t bear to be thrust into the role of Grim Reaper, yet again. But the list of reasons to reach out to the sailor were compelling.

			This man was the enemy, for one thing. For another, he clearly did not want to live. If Sam were to touch him, it would simply be a matter of easing a man who wanted to die. Finally, and most compelling, Sam knew that if he did nothing, then he would perish as well.

			Can you let Lily down in this?

			Sam dove down beneath the waves in pursuit of the soldier. The German wasn’t hard to find. He simply floated along just beneath the surface of the water. There was so much debris just beneath the surface of the water that it was, oddly, difficult water to drown in. Not that the sailor wasn’t giving it his all.

			Reach out, Sam. Grant him his wish and live. You’re lying on the deck of the ship now, seizing, not breathing. Dying. Touch him, Sam.

			And yet, somehow, he couldn’t force himself to do it. Neither could he watch the man drown himself. This bloody war had brought about so much death. Sam had brought about so much death.

			He couldn’t bear being responsible for one more. Even if it was his last conscious action on earth.

			Sam’s headache pulsed painfully behind his eyes, but he pushed it back. The German was a little lower in the water now, motionless flotsam. Sam reached out and grabbed a handful of the sailor’s uniform, just behind the neck. He was careful not to touch the man’s skin. The German stirred at that and moved his head slightly. It was too dark underwater to gauge his expression.

			Sam kicked his feet as hard as he was able, pulling the dead weight of his enemy toward the surface. He burst through the waves and with a mighty tug, the German soldier followed—sputtering and taking in great, noisy lungfuls of air.

			“Not…today,” Sam gasped. “Going to save a goddamned life, if it kills me. Even if it’s yours.”

			The German looked at Sam, his expression utterly without hope. “Lass mich doch einfach ersaufen.”

			“I’ll just assume that’s German for ‘thank you’. You’re welcome.” Sam kept a firm grip on the sailor’s uniform. “Ahoy there!” Sam shouted toward the Destroyer, still searching the water. It had moved closer to them at this point and its searchlight beam was now trained on waters only a few feet away. “Got a rescue for you, boys!”

			The spotlight jerked toward the sound of Sam’s voice. When the beam of light hit Sam, his head exploded in light and pain and a shower of red sparks.

			He turned to look at the German, but the man had disappeared, and so, Sam noticed, had the water.

			Sam suddenly vomited in a great, noisy gush. As he expelled the contents of his stomach, the curtain of red and blinding white dimmed a little. He saw bodies above him, shouting at him, and strong arms holding him down. His back was pressed firmly against the deck of the ship. The plump sister hovered only inches from his face, a look of terror on her face.

			“Sir? Are you all right?”

			Sam tried to respond, but his throat was too constricted to speak. He trembled and turned on his side, breathing in a huge gulp of cold air.

			Alive.

			He was alive, and so was the man he’d been sent to take. He’d made it through. He’d made it on his terms.

			A wave of hope broke over Sam. It was a small wave, more like a ripple in a pond, but he held onto it with all his determination. He closed his eyes and let the black carry him away.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Lily buttoned up her coat and pushed out of the hotel lobby, onto the gray streets of Rouen. The December skies had threatened rain for days and were about ready to deliver on their promise. A bitter gust blew up the street, plastering her dress to her legs. She leaned into the wind and pushed toward the hospital.

			She knew she was lucky. In many base hospitals, staff had to make do in tents, even in weather like this. Her quarters at Rouen were nothing if not posh: a large hotel room that had been renovated just prior to the outbreak of war. But she missed her little barred cell at New Bedlam.

			Reassignment should have been wonderful in dozens of ways. Lily was now part of a unit which specialized in respiratory ailments and they boasted an impressive success rate. In addition, Matron Faulkner oversaw this hospital and staff relations were much friendlier. The nursing sisters treated VADs as comrades in arms instead of underlings.

			Though Matron Marshall had come to Rouen along with the rest of New Bedlam’s staff, she’d been promoted off the ward floor and to an upper management office. It was the best place for her, really. And for all the staff.

			It had been nearly three months since Sam had left her, since the bomb had blown up so many lives. He wrote with startling regularity. His letters waited at the hotel reception desk every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday. In the beginning they were in Evie’s familiar script. He began with reassurances that he was improving and that his seizures were far behind him. Then he would mention a few details of life on the farm. He always closed by saying that he ‘thought of her with fondness’. He was terribly formal, but he was dictating them to his sister, after all, and Lily knew she could hardly expect tender intimacies in such a situation.

			Three weeks ago, however, his letters were written in a new hand—one that was a little bit untidy and had great looping upper case letters. She’d never seen his handwriting before and traced the capital letter ‘L’ in her name, following the loops and curls with her fingertip—like a silly schoolgirl. Evie had been correct in her assessment about Sam’s writing. He had a tendency to over-punctuate. Although letters by his own hand were longer, they were not much more intimate than the ones he’d dictated.

			Lily tried not to let his distance wound her. In her time at New Bedlam, she’d seen dozens of wartime romances blossom and die. An alliance forged in such an intense life and death atmosphere couldn’t really be expected to flourish under the expectations of a normal life.

			Lily wrote letters to him, but her new duties in the respiratory unit left her with precious little time of her own. And she’d always been horrible at writing letters. Even her own father only heard from her once a month at best. As much as she longed for Sam, when pen touched paper, she found her feelings and words too elusive. Since Sam remained so formal in his correspondence, it only seemed natural that she should follow suit. Besides, if she divulged how much she missed him, he might feel an even greater obligation to keep in touch with her. She shuddered to think that she’d ever hold him to words that he might have come to regret.

			The wind whipped against her legs as she turned the corner and approached the hospital’s rear entrance, where the offices were located. She’d been so lost in thought about Sam that she’d momentarily forgotten to feel dread. Just as she’d gotten off duty yesterday, she’d been told to report to Matron Marshall first thing in the morning. Lily had never had a conversation with the woman that hadn’t ended in a scolding.

			She walked down the corridor until she reached the matron’s office. She rapped on the door.

			“Come in,” the matron called from within. Lily turned the knob and entered the small room. The matron was crammed behind a battered metal desk which was crowded with papers, files and a large, nearly-dead lemon tree. Only a handful of leaves still stubbornly clung to Henry’s thin branches now.

			Since there wasn’t enough space for a chair, Lily stood before the desk. The matron seemed smaller somehow, diminished.

			Lily gave a polite nod. “You wanted to see me, ma’am?”

			“I did at that.” Matron Marshall had never been one for conversation and for once, Lily was glad of it. Whatever was to come, it would be best to have at it directly, like yanking the bandage from a wound.

			“I have a request from Dr. Raye. Do you know anything about it?” The matron tapped a small stack of papers lying on top of her desk.

			“Not a thing, ma’am.”

			The matron eyed Lily skeptically before continuing. “They’re regarding your transfer to the Royal Army Medical Corps Headquarters in London.”

			“London?” Lily stammered. “It’s the first I’ve heard of it, I assure you. I did not request any such transfer.”

			“Perhaps not,” the matron replied. She drummed her fingers on her desktop as she narrowed her eyes toward Lily. “What do you plan to do about it?”

			“Well, I should refuse, ma’am.”

			Matron Marshall crossed her arms over her ample chest. “And why is that?”

			“Because I’m needed here,” Lily replied. “We’re having great success with my respiratory unit and I should like to remain. I signed up to help the men, not to hide away in London.”

			Lily should have known better than to expect something like approval from the matron, but she was shocked at the look of derision the woman was sending her way.

			“Then you are an idiot,” Matron Marshall said.

			“What?”

			“You heard me. I’d thought many things of you before now. You are proud, stubborn and far too willing to bend the rules. But you’ve never before struck me as a fool.”

			“I’m a fool because I don’t wish to shirk my duty?”

			“You’re a fool because you’re blind to the big picture. You’re like a general who insists on staying in the trenches with the lads instead of climbing up to where he can better direct the battle. You want to change things, Miss Curtis, to make a real difference with all your blood typing nonsense and modern ideas, the place to do that would be with Dr. Raye at RAMC HQ.”

			The matron shook her head. She rifled through the sheets of paper, then signed her name at the bottom.

			“Ma’am?” Lily asked.

			“I’m approving your transfer.” The matron did not look up. “It is the best place for you, whether or not you can see that now.”

			Lily felt pulled in several directions at once. And though she felt anchored to her duties, another current pulled her toward London, toward a chance to enact real change at Dr. Raye’s side. Toward Sam.

			Lily leaned down and squeezed Matron Marshall’s hand. The woman jumped a little in response and gave Lily a startled glance.

			“Then, ma’am, since I don’t have any choice in the matter, I should thank you.” Lily gave her a warm smile.

			“Well, yes.” Matron Marshall looked back at her papers, clearly uncomfortable with the familiarity. She thrust them toward Lily.

			“Off with you now. You do know where to file these, don’t you?” The edge of the matron’s mouth curved up. If Lily didn’t know better, she’d think the matron was smiling, or trying to. Her lips seemed unaccustomed to the sensation and twitched nervously.

			“I do know where to file them, ma’am,” Lily said as she turned to leave. “I may be an idiot, but I believe there’s hope for me yet.”

			Just as Lily closed the door behind her, she heard something that sounded like a chuckle. She didn’t turn around and risk spoiling the illusion.

			Lily’s boots crunched along the gravel pathway of the small park near her office. She often took her lunch hour there. Though the park was deep in a winter sleep, there was something comforting about the open spaces and the trees lining the avenues. The cold February air turned her breath into puffy little clouds, which reminded her of the steam of the hospital trains that used to be such a part of her life just a few months ago.

			She’d been in London for nearly two months. Settled in at her new job and ensconced in a one bedroom apartment—she should have been quite content at her new lot in life. She kicked idly at the gravel as she walked. Funny that no matter where she went, no matter what activity she engaged in, she found her mind returning to New Bedlam, to Rose, to Gordy and to Sam.

			She’d tried to write to Sam with the news about her transfer to London, but whenever she set pen to paper, she sounded so desperate, so clingy, that she ended up scrunching the paper into an angry wad. Sam had always been earnest to do the right thing and be a man of his word that he’d honor any wartime promise, no matter how foolishly given.

			Sam’s letters to her were forwarded at first, but they took longer now as they were routed through France. They still held a vaguely formal tone, but now began to ask why Lily hadn’t written, in the most considerate way he could manage. His attempts at appearing casual felt like a knife in her heart. Haven’t heard from you in a while. You must be terribly busy. And If you have a moment, I’d love to get a line or two from you.

			She couldn’t write to him. Her apparent thoughtlessness might seem unkind, but what alternative did she have? Forcing him to continue a relationship out of a sense of duty would be far worse—for both of them. Waiting was the best thing to do in the long run of things. No matter how much her heart might be aching.

			Two weeks ago, she’d received an unusually thick envelope from him. Instead of writing about his farm, this time he’d written about his new job. He’d accepted a position with something called the War Agriculture Executive Committees where he would be assessing which crops were needed for the war effort and coordinating efforts to mobilize farmers to better supply the troops. As self-depreciating as ever, he insisted that this mostly translated to telling farmers ‘more potatoes.’ Lily smiled while reading it. Dear, sweet Sam, finally making a real difference at last. In closing, instead of hinting that he’d like to hear from her, he ended by wishing her well. He thanked her and extended his hope that she have a happy life.

			He hadn’t come right out and said it, but the letter sounded very much like goodbye. She’d cried for an hour.

			She received no further letters from Sam.

			Lily blinked back the tears that formed whenever she thought about him. She walked past a cement pool that she assumed must have held a fountain in warmer weather. It was much fancier than the little cistern out in back of New Bedlam. She gave a sad smile which she carefully hid with the back of her hand.

			It was good he was getting on with his life. She was doing the same.

			Despite the wreck she’d made of any chance of happiness with Sam, her efforts at RAMC been going extremely well. Dr. Raye had been right, and she begrudgingly had to admit, the matron had been right as well. Being at Headquarters meant pushing forward for real changes that would impact the lives of thousands of wounded men.

			While Dr. Raye worked with innovating sterilization techniques, he’d left Lily alone to pursue her passion: standardized blood typing procedures. She spent most of her waking hours on the task, staying at the office long after most of her colleagues had returned home. As it turned out, her years spent as her father’s nurse proved to be key to approaching the higher ups with a new procedure. Since the RAMC was staffed with men of science, Lily convinced them with the one thing they couldn’t resist: thick medical journals of unassailable facts. They had no choice but to agree that they needed to change their approach regarding transfusions. Once she had them on board with the need for innovation, the rest of the process fell into place. She wrote up a simple, standardized procedure and researched how to requisition the supplies.

			By the end, she had two sets of blood typing to recommend—a complete typing kit for base hospitals, and a more basic unit which could be utilized for field hospitals and dressing stations. She also wrote a manual for training staff and standardizing the procedure.

			Her work had been exhausting but extremely rewarding. The late hours hadn’t quite been enough to pull her mind from Sam, but it left her drained enough to find sleep every night. And to ease her heartache, she had the comfort of knowing her efforts would make a real difference for the Tommies in the trenches. At last she could save lives instead of playing God in triage.

			Sweet Rose would have been so proud of her.

			Lily smiled wistfully and made her way out of the park. Lunch hour was over and it was time to get on with her duty. Time to do what she must. She walked along the wide London avenue, feeling a thousand miles away from the war that once was.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			The waiter placed their order in front of the couple: two bowls of thin beef soup and a slice of bread. Sam supposed it was the best fare they could expect with rationing on. Evie smiled up at the waiter and thanked him.

			His little sister stirred her soup thoughtfully as she peered into the bowl. “Oh, look,” she said excitedly. “I think I found a bit of meat!” She smiled, her dimples winking. He was grateful for them—her dimples. They were a remnant of her childhood. When he’d left her for the Western Front, she’d only been eighteen and still had that layer of childhood plumpness about her cheeks. When he’d returned from the war, his sister had gone and turned twenty and grown into a beautiful young woman. With her long, curly black hair and bright blue eyes, every man in the restaurant kept sneaking glimpses at her, much to Sam’s supreme discomfort.

			“So, why’d you come all the way up to London, then? It’s about time you told me, I think.”

			Evie blinked at him, then took a large bite of bread which rendered her incapable of conversation. As she chewed, she gave Sam her best innocent look.

			“It’s not bad news about Baden, is it?”

			“Oh, no. As far as I know he’s fine. He writes to you more than anyone back on the farm, anyway.” She tilted her head toward him. “You did go ahead and send him Father’s lucky totem didn’t you?”

			Sam nodded. “Just as I promised. Sent it to him last week.” He failed to add that he wasn’t entirely certain if the strange stone bore a blessing or a curse. And now wasn’t the time for such speculations. “So why did you come then? Is it Lady P?”

			Evie’s expression went serious in an instant. She shook her head and swallowed. “We’ve had no luck at all with Bad’s infernal contraption.”

			“You’ve tried baiting it with her favorite foods?”

			“I’ve tried everything I could find. I wish strawberries were in season.” Evie smiled wistfully. “Remember how she loved strawberries?”

			“I remember that she rooted up Mum’s garden and Father chased her around the barn with a shotgun while you shouted your head off,” Sam said. “Are you entirely sure we’re having the same memory?”

			Evie nodded. “Old Mrs. Williams thought she saw her last week. Did I tell you? Said she looked like she’d lost weight. She might be down to four hundred pounds by now.”

			Sam smiled, picturing the stunned expression on Lily’s face if she’d read that in a letter.

			“It’s not funny.” Evie gave him a wounded look.

			“Forgive me, Evie. My mind was elsewhere for a moment. And I do believe that Lady P will be all right. She’s a tough old girl, you know.”

			Evie took another bite of bread and chewed thoughtfully. “Your mind is often elsewhere, Sam.”

			Sam nodded. He could hardly argue with Evie over that point.

			“It’s why I took the trip up to London to see you today,” Evie said.

			“You’re finally coming to it.” Sam leaned forward. “Out with it then.”

			Evie hesitated.

			“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Sam asked. “Is it Father? He’s been doing too much again, hasn’t he? I was afraid he’d start in trying to mend the south pasture fences the moment I moved away.”

			“It’s not Father. It’s good news, actually. Wonderful news.” Evie’s smile faded a bit. “But first I need your promise that you won’t kill me.”

			Sam rubbed his forehead. “Wonderful news doesn’t normally come with a disclaimer regarding murder, dear sister.”

			Evie reached into her purse and fished out a letter. She ran a finger along the edge, hesitating for a moment, before placing it in front of her, face up.

			Immediately he felt a shock of alarm and a slight violation. Had Evie been reading his mail? Glancing at the address he could see it was addressed to Miss Evelyn Dwight. He glanced at the return address. Lieutenant Gordon Robbins.

			Oh dear.

			“And why has Gordy been writing to you?”

			Evie nudged the letter toward him, a forced smile on her lips. “He was answering my letter to him, of course.”

			“And why did you write to him, or do I even want to know?”

			“To find out what’s become of Lily Curtis.” Evie swallowed.

			Sam’s heartbeat stuttered at the mention of Lily’s name. He dropped his gaze to the letter, but couldn’t quite bring himself to pick it up.

			After a few long moments, Evie finally spoke. “Don’t you want to read it?”

			Sam shrugged. “I don’t suppose I need to read the thing. I know what’s in it.”

			Evie gave a most unladylike snort. “I hardly think you do.”

			“Why don’t you tell me then, since you’re so keen to meddle in my affairs?” Sam folded his arms.

			“Gordy says that Lily has been reassigned.”

			“Oh no. I suppose that dratted matron had her drummed out for some reason or another. She was always so ridiculously harsh with Lily.”

			“That’s not quite it. It seems Lily was given a promotion, of sorts.” A smile crept back onto Evie’s lips.

			“Go on then. Unless you enjoy dragging this out.”

			“I rather do, Sam. It’s wonderful to see you so smitten.”

			“I am not…smitten. I’m curious about what’s happened with Miss Curtis.”

			“Please, and now you’re calling her ‘Miss Curtis’ all of a sudden?”

			Sam gritted his teeth. When had his baby sister turned into such a formidable opponent?

			“So what’s become of Lily, then?” he asked at last.

			“She’s been reassigned to the Royal Army Medical Corps right here in London.”

			Lily was here? Now? In London?

			Sam couldn’t think of a word to say in response. His silence only seemed to encourage Evie.

			“She’s been here for about six weeks. She’s working with Dr. Raye on all types of…eh, well, Gordy didn’t really understand it very well. Something to do with mixing blood together. It sounded terribly modern but a little bit gory.” Evie beamed a wide grin at him. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

			“Certainly. Wonderful. I’m quite in favor of modern medical techniques.”

			“Not that, you big sheep.” Evie rolled her eyes. “The fact that Lily is nearby!”

			Sam shook his head. “I’m happy that she’s out of danger and of course I’m pleased that she’s able to do such important work, but I really don’t see what this has to do with me.”

			Evie widened her eyes. “Oh, Baden was so right about you.”

			Sam glared at her.

			“You need to go and see her! She’s at Queen Alexandria Hospital in Millbank—not ten minutes walk from here.”

			“Oh, no I don’t. You don’t fully understand. You don’t know what really happened while I was hospitalized.”

			Killer.

			Evie gave another snort, sounding a great deal like her rogue pig. “I don’t need to. I’ve read her letters to you. She loves you. And after all those months mooning around the farm for her, I know you love her too.”

			Sam laughed bitterly. “She’s right here in England for all this time and didn’t contact me. Didn’t even have the courtesy to write a letter to me and tell me where she’d gone. This is a most peculiar way of demonstrating that she loves me.”

			Evie tilted her head to one side as she gathered her thoughts. “What was she supposed to do? Show up at the farm one day?”

			“She could have bloody well told me that she’d been transferred to London!” He felt a momentary wave of shame at cursing in front of his sister. “By not doing so, I can only assume that her feelings have changed. I certainly couldn’t blame her for that.”

			“Her feelings have changed?” Evie gave him a disgusted look. “Sam, she undoubtedly thinks that you are the one with changed feelings. Especially when you consider your letters to her.”

			“My letters to her? I wrote to her!”

			“Well, I know that. I helped you write most of them.”

			“What was wrong with my letters?”

			Evie tilted her head toward him. “The thing is, Sam, you were very…polite. Very formal.”

			“I could hardly be anything else. You do realize that all mail is seen by censors. I shouldn’t wish for someone to read anything that might compromise Lily in any way.”

			“Well, I understand that. I do. It’s just that Lily might not. And when your letters to her sound like the sort of thing one might write to a maiden aunt. I shouldn’t wonder if Lily might have thought you’d lost interest in her.”

			“Nonsense. I gave her my word of honor.”

			“Word of honor.” Evie shook her head. “Sounds like you’re joining the army. It’s not very romantic.”

			The waiter appeared, casting a lingering gaze in Evie’s direction before turning to Sam. “Will that be all, sir?”

			“Yes, thank you” Sam muttered, grateful for the respite in conversation. He pulled out his ration card and a few bills and handed them to the man.

			After the waiter departed, neither Sam nor Evie spoke for a while.

			Evie reached across the table and grasped his hands. “Sam, if it were me, I’d be shy about telling you I was in London too.”

			“Truly?”

			Evie nodded, her black curls springing with the movement. “She cares for you. I know she does. Gordy knows she does. Everybody in the world knows—except you.”

			Sam interrupted, raising a warning finger. “Don’t compare me to livestock again.”

			“What you need to do is woo her a little bit.”

			“Woo her?” Sam repeated numbly. He couldn’t help but be reminded of the night Gordy had manipulated Lily and him into a moonlit tryst in the back garden.

			“Yes, exactly,” Evie enthused. “What you need to do is stop by the florist and—”

			“Stop, right there.” Sam pointed his finger at her.

			Evie gave him an annoyed look.

			“I’m perfectly capable of doing my own wooing.”

			“Finally.” Evie bounced a little in her chair.

			“I mean it. It was bad enough to endure coaching from Gordy and Baden. I draw the line at my little sister.” Sam stood and straightened his officer’s tunic.

			Evie popped up with such enthusiasm that she reminded Sam of a jack-in-the-box. “You’re in charge. You won’t even know I’m there.” She beamed a grin at him.

			“You’re not coming with me,” Sam said. “You’ve meddled enough.”

			“Whatever you say, Sam.” Evie walked toward the door and Sam followed. He reached for his sunglasses and put them on before opening the door. As he stepped into the bright winter sunlight, he felt a large swell of hope for the first time in a long, long time. For the first time in years. For the first time since before the whole miserable war began.

			Sam stood on the corner, directly across the street from Queen Alexandria’s Hospital with its bright red bricks and wide windows. A busy lunchtime crowd milled about the entrance.

			Evie straightened his tie, tugging on it so tightly that it felt more like a noose than part of his uniform. “Quite dashing,” she said. “With those tinted lenses and your officer’s tunic, you look straight out of Hollywood.”

			“I’m fairly convinced that Lily wouldn’t be overly impressed by Hollywood.” Sam twisted his hands around the bundle of greenery he held in his hands. Evie had been nonplussed when he’d foregone the florist for the greengrocer and was crestfallen that he’d chosen a selection of garden herbs instead of the roses she’d suggested. Now that he was there, standing before the hospital, he had to agree with his sister and curbed the urge to strangle his bizarre bouquet of licorice, dill and peppermint. What an overly sentimental notion.

			“I’ll just walk across the street and go to her office, then,” Sam said. “You’ll wait here, won’t you? This is difficult enough.”

			She raised her hands in mock surrender. “I’m only here to help. I’ll be quite content on this bench. I’ll be silent as the grave. I’m sure you can manage quite fine on your own.” She gave the bundle of herbs in his hand a disparaging glance.

			Sam crossed the street and walked through the crowd toward the front door of the rather intimidating building. Upon reaching the threshold, he paused and slipped a hand into his pocket to retrieve his watch. He flipped it open to check the time. It was going on one in the afternoon. Perhaps Lily was still at lunch. Or perhaps she took lunch at her desk. Back in New Bedlam, she didn’t seem to have a moment’s time for a meal. When he realized he had no idea how she might do something so simple as take a meal, his grip on his confidence slipped a little further.

			Sam swallowed hard and cast another glance up at the gleaming, wide windows of the building. Her building. His foolish heart kept climbing up into his throat and he forced it back down with another gulp. He turned from the front door and paced down the sidewalk, along the length of the structure.

			Evie’s enthusiasm had been enough to propel him this far, but now that he was about to enter her building, he was disappointed to find that his mind was rather blank. He had no plan whatsoever on what he would say to her once he found her. The whole idea was terribly rash, really. If he could only sit and plan, think out a few key ideas, at least he might not look quite so much like a bloody idiot.

			Sam turned back and walked along the shrubberies lining the walk, toward the entrance. He passed the staffers engaged in conversation to reach the double door. He reached out to grasp the handle, only to pause again.

			Perhaps this was a bit too impetuous. Perhaps he needed to apply a bit more forethought before seeking out Lily at her place of employment. He turned and looked past the milling crowd to see Evie, sitting on a bench across the street. She shook her head and made a not-so-subtle shooing motion with her hands.

			Just as he began to turn around, he saw her just out of the corner of his eye.

			Lily.

			There was something in her gait that caught his attention. The way she carried herself with that brisk, no-nonsense walk that she used to use to scurry through the ward. She wore a light green skirt and jacket. Her pretty auburn hair was no longer bound by her VAD scarf. It was loose and fell across her shoulders, gleaming in the sunlight.

			She took his breath away.

			He forgot to breathe for a moment and felt as though he was falling backward. Oddly enough, he was suddenly reminded of the sensation of the earth falling away when he was hit by the Big Bertha, except instead of terror, he was flooded with joy.

			Lily hadn’t seen him, yet. Her gaze was focused on finding a path through the milling crowd. When she was only five feet from him, she looked up and their eyes met. She stopped dead in her tracks. Her mouth fell open. Then she shut it.

			“Sam?” Her voice shook.

			Sam stepped toward her, resisting the urge to gather her in his arms. During all those lonely months on the farm, he’d carefully planned a thousand different things he’d tell her if he should ever see her again. Upon seeing her in the flesh, all his words were blown completely out of his head.

			“Are you…all right?” She glanced up at the sun. “Are you supposed to be out like this?”

			“I would never take such a risk if it weren’t. You, above all people, know why.”

			Her pretty green eyes filled with tears. She took a step toward him. “It’s wonderful to see you again, Sam.”

			“And you.” He took a step toward her. “Oh, Lily, why didn’t you tell me you were here?”

			“I tried to write. I just didn’t wish to hold you to a wartime promise. You’re always so good about your obligations and I shouldn’t wish to—”

			“An obligation?” Sam interrupted. “The very last thing you are is an obligation. In the middle of all that chaos and death, you were the one true thing, Lily. The only thing.”

			She lowered her gaze. When she spotted his herb bouquet, tears began to fall from her eyes. “Oh, Sam.”

			She stepped toward him, but he held his hand up. “Not yet, Lily. Not quite yet, anyway. I want to do this correctly.”

			Lily paused, a puzzled expression on her face.

			“With no coaching from anyone, and with a total lack of propriety…” Sam knelt on one knee and looked up at her, heart in his hands. “Lily, I love you with all that I am. Please, marry me, darling.”

			The noisy crowd gathered by the front door suddenly fell silent. Sam felt all eyes turn to them. And he knew damned well that from just across the street his little sister would likely be standing on the bench, on tiptoes. Should he glance skyward, he wouldn’t have been surprised to see Baden’s balloon bobbing in the breeze, perhaps with Gordy along for the ride, waving a battered bottle of cheap French wine.

			“Yes. Oh, yes, Sam.” Lily’s smile was so bright that for a moment Sam was grateful for his tinted lenses.

			He stood and gathered her into his arms at long last. He delivered a very thorough and most improper kiss. Her mouth was warm and willing and she tasted of licorice. Before he was quite finished, someone nearby broke out in applause. As they pulled apart, the rest of the crowd joined in. From a short distance away, he heard the very distinctive sound of his sister whistling loudly, as if she was calling Molly in from the South pasture.

			Lily’s face had turned a bright red and she turned to look across the street. Sure enough, Evie was standing on the bench, waving toward them.

			“Lily, meet Evie.” He was smiling so wide that his cheeks hurt. “I know I should apologize for this spectacle, but I can’t seem to find words at the moment.”

			Lily waved toward Evie as Sam put his arm about her waist and pulled her close.

			“That’s fine, darling,” Lily said, beaming up at him. “Who needs speeches, anyway? You and I have a bond that goes quite beyond words and wars and all of that nonsense.”

			She leaned up and kissed his cheek. He sighed, feeling completely and utterly complete. Together, they turned to watch Evie spring off the bench and race across the street toward them, bouncing all the way.
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