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To Dee and Sar


With friends like these, who needs enemies? 
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Prologue




The man stood atop the cliffs, not a stone’s throw from Dover, a mix of pleasure and pain churning within him at the sight of the eastern skies. A chill wind ruffled his shaggy hair, silver mixed liberally through the black. Clouds sat low on the horizon, lightning flashing in their depths. Crimson, azure, and orange, colors such as these hadn’t been seen in the skies in millennia. 

He watched the sun rise above the clouds, hiding the lightning once more, lost in the memories of his youth. 

He remembered camaraderie. A man with golden hair and eyes the deep blue of a Forgeten Notte. The silver-eyed woman with raven hair who walked beside him. 

The flashing of swords and songs of valor. 

The pounding of hooves, the cry of the horn. 

Blood and sweat and tears.

A time when man and magic lived side by side, not quite at peace, not quite at war.

He looked around with clear, golden eyes. Yes, those times were upon him again. 

Soon, it would be soon.

But first, he must find her. 










  
  
Chapter 1



Antor folded his arms, pacing around the boys sparring in the center of the yard. Kai barely parried a strong attack from young Arthur, his slender arms trembling. Hah! Had Arthur wished it, Kai would have been defeated ‘ere the battle was even begun. 

“Owain!” Antor summoned his Master of Arms.

“My lord?” Owain, his brown hair slicked to his head by the rain, rounded the corner of the keep. “You bellowed?”

Antor narrowed his eyes, but Owain bowed. “Partner with young Arthur. His guardian requested we make a warrior of him, but the boy will not do that as long as he be winning easily.”

Owain bowed. “My lord.”

The experienced warrior squared off against the boy. Arthur stood tall for his age, and broad in the shoulder. Fifteen summers this year, was he not? Antor found it difficult to remember the ages of the lads he fostered. He left that to his lady wife. His job was to mold them, as their fathers or guardians required. Still, young though he might be, Arthur’s size would give Owain cause to sweat this afternoon.

Arthur shook his head, water spraying from his gold hair, blue eyes determined as he took a firm grip on his sword. “Begin!” Antor shouted.

The match was short-lived. Though Arthur gave it his all, Owain easily disarmed him. Three more matches followed before Antor called a halt. Good for the boy to have his ego bruised, but not so much to sour him entirely.

“Arthur.” Antor clapped the boy on the shoulder, more like striking iron than flesh and blood. “Well done, lad.”

Arthur beamed, shaking muddy hair from his oddly colored eyes. Antor had never seen such a rich color before. Always his wife lamented that a lad was given such beautiful eyes.

“Tis be time for your lessons in tactics and strategy. See you wash before you get to my lady wife.”

Arthur bowed before running off. Owain stopped beside his lord, breathing heavily. “The lad almost had me in the second match,” he said. “How much longer til he bests your wife?”

His wife, Caelia, had an ability to teach politics, tactics, and strategy that far outweighed his own. Patiently sitting with each of the lads in turn, she turned the young hooligans into men who could lead troops into battle using games as well as instruction.

Antor grinned. “I expect it shall be some time yet. I’ve told her she may cheat as she chooses.”

Owain’s laughter echoed off the wooden buildings.

— Book 1: The Dragon of Unman, Malcolm Elison



Jennifer shifted in her seat, trapped between the sleeping soldier and the window. Peering over his sprawled form, she caught the eye of the sergeant in the aisle seat.

Between thirty and thirty-five, the sergeant’s face showed weathering that most on the airplane couldn’t boast. A thin, white scar bisected his right eyebrow, disappearing into his short, thick hair. His forbidding expression disappeared when he smiled, open and friendly. She searched his face. She’d never seen him before, but something about him was so familiar.

Her bladder twisted. “I have to go,” she whispered, barely audible over the airplane’s engines. He nodded. “I can just climb over him.” She eyed the young man. Smaller than the sergeant, he was still bigger than her, but if she got her foot on the armrest…

The sergeant frowned. “Absolutely not,” he said in a normal voice. The young soldier snorted in his sleep, sagging farther into her space. The sergeant seized the young man’s ear, squeezing until his fingertips turned white. The soldier shot up with a yelp, waking the passengers closest to them. “Wakey, wakey,” the sergeant said with an evil grin. “It’s time for you to be a hero.”

“Wha-? Sir! Uh, sergeant.” The soldier writhed in his seat, pulling his arms and legs in. Awake, he was barely more than a boy. Or rather, still a boy, because he couldn’t be more than eighteen.

Jen covered her flaming face when the sergeant pulled the soldier out, into the aisle. “My name’s Sergeant Owen Jeffries, miss. If you need anything—including making obnoxious soldiers move—you just send for me.”

She edged into the aisle, using the seats for balance. “Um, thank you. I wouldn’t want to put you out…”

Sergeant Jeffries laughed, his hazel eyes crinkling at the corners. Jen smiled at the infectious sound, ducking her head when Jeffries shook the young soldier, to the amusement of the other passengers.

“Apologize to the lady for taking up so much space, pup.”

The soldier turned pink, his eyes firmly on the ground. “Sorry, ma’am.”

“And give her your name, rank, and serial number, in case she wants to complain.”

“Private Gavin Novak, ma’am, assigned to the 116th,” he said without hesitation. Gavin straightened as much as possible with his ear held firmly by Sergeant Jeffries, finally meeting her gaze. Chocolatey brown eyes, as woeful as the pup Jeffries called him, begged her for mercy. Mercy the Army barbers hadn’t shown him, judging by his severely cut light brown hair.

“I won’t be making any complaints,” Jen said softly, squeezing her thighs together. Edging the rest of the way into the aisle, she prayed no one else would speak. They must be landing soon, and she wouldn’t make it that long. “I’m sorry, I just…”

“You go on, miss.” Jeffries shook Gavin again. “We’ll be right here, having a little talk about politeness and not taking up more than our fair share of space, won’t we, puppy?”

Gavin squeaked in the sergeant’s grip. Unable to wait any longer, Jen hurried down the single aisle. In the tiny toilet, the pilot’s voice rang out over the intercom. A smile spread over her face at the message. She’d always dreamed of hearing it in person.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the seatbelt sign has been turned on. Please return to your seats. All in-flight service will now end. We’ll be landing in twenty minutes. Local time is five p.m. Cabin crew, prepare for landing.”

Jen hurriedly washed her hands, keeping one eye on the now lit seatbelt sign. The pilot’s voice returned. “We here at UN Airlines appreciate all you do for us. On behalf of myself, First Officer Watts, and the entire cabin crew, I’d like to take the opportunity to thank you for your service.”

On her way back to her seat, Jen scanned the cabin, looking for another jacket like hers, white with a red cross on the arm and another over the heart. All about her was a sea of camouflage. So many young men, barely out of Basic, just like her. Well, close enough, anyway.

As a trainee nurse, she’d spent a year in classrooms, which prepared her for the real deal as much as Boot Camp prepared them. Not at all, she was willing to bet.

Jen squeezed back into her seat, flexing her feet, ready to be on the ground. Nearly pressing her face to the window, she bit her lip, frowning ferociously lest she miss anything. The plane dipped below the clouds, revealing England’s rapidly approaching coast.

Just turned twenty-five in February, she’d finally ridden in an airplane, and where did she go first? To the country featured in her favorite books: England. The rocky coastline quickly gave way to open fields and pastures, dotted with groves of trees and small villages.

The plane banked, revealing a city unlike anything she’d ever seen at home. Washington had so many beautiful sights, but she couldn’t say its cities were one of them. Even Seattle, with its quaint markets, sprawling parks, and underground freeway, didn’t boast the old architecture side by side with modern glass and steel like Bristol did.

The plane bounced lightly on landing, wind roaring around the wings as they decelerated. Jen dug her fingers into the arm rests until the tips turned white, her eyes wide as she watched the ground race past her window. As soon as the plane stopped and the seat belt sign turned off, everyone stood up, even though they didn’t have anywhere to go.

She wrinkled her nose. It didn’t make sense.

Gavin opened the overhead locker. “Which bag is yours, ma’am?”

She wrestled a loaded backpack out from under the seat in front of her, setting it on her lap. “This is everything.”

“I can help you get the rest of your stuff from the baggage claim.” Gavin pulled a small bag out, setting it on the seat beside her.

Jeffries, comfortably standing in the aisle, already had a backpack slung over his shoulder, rocking slightly as the plane slowly taxied to the gate.

“It’s okay.” Jen hugged her ragged blue backpack. “This really is everything.”

Her entire life was in the bag: some socks and underwear, a spare sweatshirt, another pair of jeans, three t-shirts, her tiny bag of toiletries, a personal first-aid kit, and every book she owned by Malcolm Elison. The best version of the Arthurian legends in print, in her opinion, and the books that had first interested her in the United Kingdom.

Jeffries gave her a sharp look. Hunching her shoulders, she turned back to the window, the sudden silence almost painful. “I’ll get my gear when I get there,” she mumbled.

“Miss.” Jeffries broke the quiet bubble around her. “Where are you stationed?”

“London.”

“And if I want to visit you, make sure none of these idiots are being insufferable?”

She gazed up at him, mute. He didn’t know her. Why did he care so much? Her own parents didn’t know where she was. Why did he want to?

“Name, rank, and serial number, miss!”

She straightened automatically at his sergeant’s bark. “Jennifer Banprionse, trainee nurse, serial number 180477, sergeant!”

He shifted, resting his hip on the seat at the end of the row. At the front of the plane, the line stirred, uniformed men finally making their way out. “I’ll keep an eye out for you, Banprionse. Do you have anyone here?”

Her lips curved slightly, an involuntary movement. Who would have thought the gruff-looking sergeant could be so soft? “Lonan is in and out of England, and I’ve got a friend, Ava, who—”

She never got to finish her sentence. The world exploded.


      [image: image-placeholder]Incoherent screaming filled her ears. Groaning, Jen tried to move, but her arms wouldn’t work. Panicking, she thrashed in the dark, struggling to open her eyes. When she finally pried them apart, the bolted seat legs were mere inches from her nose. Blinking and squinting, she followed the legs up.

Moaning silently, she got her arms underneath herself, rolling onto her back. Water dripped down her face. Wiping it away impatiently, her hand came away red. Blood. Blood all over her face. Running a hand over her head, she stopped. Wet hair, but only a portion of it, near her right temple. She needed a bandage.

The low clouds overhead were beautiful, in an ominous way, lit red and orange. Staring at it for long moments, she pondered this. Hadn’t there just been an airplane? Yes, because the seats were around her, still in their neat rows.

Her brain struggled to process what her eyes told her was true. A cool breeze washed over her bloodied hair. A cool breeze, because the entire top of the airplane was gone. The seats rose high above her, seeming to pierce the clouds. Blearily, she stared at metal legs. She was on the floor, squeezed between the seats. Jagged metal and hanging wires marked where the airplane now ended. Broken glass littered everything, sparkling in the light of the fires.

“Miss. Jennifer. Jennifer!” A rough hand grabbed hers. She knew that face. Sergeant Owen Jeffries. Kinder than she expected from a man, especially a military one. “Are you alright? Does anything hurt?”

His voice sounded like it came from underwater, partially garbled. Shaking her head, she decided the water was in there, because everything sloshed around in her skull. “I’m…I’m fine.”

She examined herself, her brain not quite there. One, two, four… Frowning, she counted again, smiling when she reached the correct number. Ten fingers, two legs, two feet. She’d have to take it on faith she had all her toes, because her work boots were still in one piece. “What about you?” Finally looking up, she gasped.

“Never mind about me, medic. I’m upright.”

“Never mind? You have a chunk of airplane sticking out of you!”

A slightly curved, white piece of metal protruded from his left shoulder, just below the clavicle. Roughly four inches visible, and no way of knowing how much more was embedded. The thoughts popped into her head, and she remembered the Red Cross on her jacket.

She’d been training for the last year for situations like this. Galvanized, she hauled herself out of the seat, then froze.

Myriad fires lit the area, spreading swiftly. The terminal itself was largely destroyed, chunks of concrete thrown carelessly across the runways. Several more planes in the line were missing pieces. Lord, please don’t let there be any passengers, she thought. The one nearest them had its entire front half blown away.

People raced around on the ground, most of them wearing the fluorescent clothing of ground crew. A few wore business clothes and fatigues. These people moved slower but were still mobile.

On her plane, men littered the floor. Some writhed, crying out in pain. More were still. She stared at the destruction, her heart beating like a bird attempting to escape. Clenching her shaking hands into fists, she bit her lip. A fresh trickle of warmth ran into her eye, blinding her.

Always start with what’s in front of you, Nurse Haskell had said. Help yourself first, then those nearest you. Worry about the rest as you get to it.

What was first? Ensuring she could see. Ripping open her backpack, she pulled out a bandage. Awkwardly, she tied it around her head in the world’s worst headband. Good enough. Next? Her eye landed on Sergeant Jeffries.

“Don’t touch that,” she blurted when he probed the metal shard. “Do you want to bleed to death? You have arteries near there, and I don’t know how close it is to them.”

She stopped dead, one hand reaching for him. She’d just snapped at him! Withdrawing her hand, she hunched her shoulders waiting for it to land. When nothing happened, she relaxed.

“I shouldn’t have talked like that,” she said.

“You don’t mean that, do you?” The sergeant raised his eyebrows, amused and curious.

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. He grinned, motioning for her to examine his shoulder. She shrugged, pulling out her first-aid kit and the scissors in there.

“No, seriously,” he insisted. “I want to know. Do you really think you shouldn’t have snapped at me when I was about to do myself more damage?”

“No,” she said absently, focused on the job at hand.

“Do you often say you don’t mean things when you do?”

“It’s better than dealing with butt hurt idiots.” She gasped, her eyes flying to his face. “I didn’t mean…”

Jeffries laughed. “Oh, yeah. You totally did. You find that attitude, Banprionse, and you’ll do just fine here. Now, when are you pulling this thing out of my shoulder?”

“I’m not.”

“I can’t help with this in me,” he complained.

“You’ll help even less if you’re dead.” Pulling out a t-shirt, she paused a moment to read it one last time—Not all those who wander are lost—then ripped it along the seam. Rolling it, she wrapped it around the shard, then used another bandage to hold it in place. “You can triage the wounded. If you know how.”

Jeffries snorted. “I’ve seen more battlefields than you have, miss. Hey! Anybody here capable of standing?”

A hand waved from the next row up. Gavin Novak’s curly head popped up. “I can stand. I think.”

Leaning over the seat, Jen gave him a brief exam. “Let’s sort this leg out first.”

He had a deep gash on his thigh, but nothing spurted. Thankfully. Another t-shirt, another bandage. She should have brought more clothes. Oh, wait. She brought everything she had that wasn’t stained or full of holes, suitable only for the farm.

“We need to get off the plane.” Jeffries stepped carefully over bodies. “We need to organize.”

Dazed, she turned slowly. So many men who couldn’t wait until they got the doors open. Always start with what’s in front of you. “While you figure out how to get us on the ground, I’m going to check over them.”

Start with gushers, Haskell had said. It’d been strange when her teachers called injuries by common names, especially since they’d spent so long learning the technical terms. But on the ground, it made sense. Like this. Anyone could understand what she said, instead of only trained medical staff.

She’d worked several rows down the plane, leaving a wake of bandaged and dead behind her, when Gavin shouted. “We’ve got an emergency slide open!”

“Start with them.” Jen pointed to the bandaged ones. She had her backpack next to her, and several bags from beneath the seats open, their contents scattered around her. “I’ll keep working here.”

Start with what was in front of her? Fine. Squaring her shoulders, Jen continued sorting through people on the plane.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Magus, once known as John Appleton, stood atop a cliff on the French coast overlooking the English Channel, facing west, raising his arms towards the storm clouds roiling overhead, their depths shot through with crimson, azure, and purple lightning. The Power of Chaos roiled through those clouds, feeding him, just as Morgana had promised him once.

He’d been a greengrocer in Croydon, travelling the countryside with his girlfriend over fifteen years ago, when a chance night spent at a remote cottage brought the most vivid dreams. Oh, those dreams… He lived for them now, and all that they, and Morgana, revealed to him. She was his only love. She held him, taught him, showed him the ancient ways of Chaos. Together, they would heal Mother Earth of the blight that was technology.

His antlered headdress rose high above, heavy on his head, heavy with the weight of the responsibility the Goddess Morgana gave him. It flowed into the skin of a wolf, draping his shoulders and back.

“We dedicate these lives to our Lady, the Goddess who protects us, Morgana!” His voice, punctuated by the booming ocean striking the rocks below, reverberated.

Behind him, the Sectatores swayed. Devout followers of Morgana, they lived only for Her, and listened to Her Will through him, Her prophet and Magus.

“Morgana!” he cried again.

“Morgana!” they responded as one. “Morgana, Morgana! Protect us, Goddess!”

At his feet, his acolytes stirred, exhausted by their efforts. Using Chaos, shaping it to suit the Goddess’ needs, required effort and sacrifice. He smiled. They believed, like no one else on earth was capable of understanding.

Soon, the world would acknowledge this land by its new name, Orta Deae, and its leaders would bow before him, begging him to intercede with his Mistress. If they bent the knee to Her, She would be merciful. If not…

***

Deep beneath the earth, she stretched, arms overhead, pushing her will against her bonds. Joy coursed through her. Flinging her head back, she inhaled the wisps of black smoke, all that remained of those lives, their force feeding her. Though the shining silver bars of her prison had been undimmed for centuries, they now flickered, if only for a moment.

She grew stronger with every passing day, fed by the wars above. It’d taken so long, but her efforts were finally rewarded.

Closing her eyes, she sent her will out, searching for her little pet, sending him a new message.

More.


      [image: image-placeholder]Horror turned quickly to numbness while Jen worked feverishly on the wounded. Some, miraculously uninjured, joined Jeffries and Gavin in removing those already bandaged outside. Soon, people ceased to be faces and turned into a jumbled mess of injuries.

A missing arm, the stump a jagged mess. A belt and a piece of metal from a broken seat formed a tourniquet. A head wound. Apply one shirt pulled from a random bag. A missing eye, a missing leg, cuts, gashes, stumps…

All of them blurred together.

Finding a large first aid kit in one of the plane’s lockers, Jen slung that over her shoulder, using clothing to stretch her supplies. Stumbling from one man to the next, she tied and taped. There weren’t enough hand sanitizers and wet wipes in the world to keep up with her needs, but she tried.

“Medic! Hey, medic!”

Blinking and rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand, Jen hunted for the source of the yells. A fine mist drifted down, landing lightly on her skin and clothing. Broken asphalt dug into her knees. She had a vague memory of leaving the plane, though she couldn’t pinpoint exactly when.

Around her, the less wounded sorted through the rubble of the airport, the fires slowly dying.

“Medic!” A soldier waved, his shaved head wrapped in a white t-shirt. “Medic! I have injury here. Bitte hilf mir.”

To her left, more of the terminal crumbled. Soldiers and ground crew scrambled back, shouting.

“Is everyone okay?” she shouted, stumbling over rubble, making her way to the young German soldier who’d caught her attention.

A man in the fluorescent shirt of the airport’s ground crew waved. “We’re good!”

Cursing, she tripped on a chunk of concrete, tucking into a roll. Lying on her back for a moment, she closed her eyes. Exhaustion weighed her limbs, but the German shouted again, panic a sharp edge in his voice. Rolling over, she crawled the rest of the way on hands and toes, heedless of the small rocks biting into her palms.

“What do we have?” she asked, more to herself than the soldier, but he answered her anyway.

“My cousin.” He kept his hands pressed against a young man’s stomach. The injured man was younger than her by a few years. His light eyelashes faded into his ashen skin. Worse, he didn’t even twitch when the older man, his cousin, pressed harder against the wound. “He is hurt in stomach. Help him. You are good medic, ja?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

When the soldier lifted his hands, blood gushed, but it was odd. Bending, she angled her head so as not to block the firelight. Something mixed with his blood. Unable to make it out, she leaned in. This close, the stench of sewage hit her.

Swallowing convulsively, she sat up. “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her face with the hem of her shirt. “There’s nothing I can do.”

The teachers at school had been very clear. Once you smelled sewage, it was over unless the injured party had access to an operating room and a good surgeon. Move on.

“Nein!” He seized her wrist, squeezing until the bones protested. “My cousin. I promised his mother I would take care of him. You must help!”

He squeezed harder. Jen twisted in his grasp. “Let me go!”

The soldier dragged her closer. “Help him!”

The bones in her wrist ground together, the pain knocking her from her exhaustion. “Ow! That hurts! Let go!”

Startled, he released her. Losing her balance, Jen fell back, crying out when a piece of rubble dug into her back and hip. The soldier reached out, offering his hand, but she knocked it away, scrambling to her feet.

“I can’t do anything for him, okay? I’m just a trainee. He needs a surgeon and an ER, so unless you’re hiding one in your pants, there’s nothing we can do for him. I’m sorry.” She peered at his jacket. “Corporal Alleman. I still have people I can help.”

“No!”

But more cries of “Medic!” filled the hair. Avoiding his grasping hands, she scooped up her first aid kit. “Stay with him. Talk to him, if that makes you feel better, but he won’t last, Corporal. Sorry.” With that, Jen staggered to the next victim.

Hours, or maybe only minutes, later, Jen worked furiously over a crush injury. One of the few women at the terminal, she’d been stuck with a beam on her leg since the explosion. Men had been clearing the smaller pieces, but they were unable to move the two huge pieces trapping her.

Tightening the tourniquet around the woman’s thigh, Jen checked her pulse below it. Nothing. Exactly what she wanted. If they were to save the woman’s life, it was now or never.

“Are you ready, Mara?” she asked.

Sweating in the cold air, her brown hair sticking to her forehead, Mara nodded. “Do it,” she ground out.

Moving to Mara’s head, Jen got her hands under Mara’s shoulders, grabbing a double handful of her suit jacket. “Okay,” she shouted. “Go!”

The fires had finally died down. Instead, weak sunlight filtered through the low clouds, offering more light and less warmth, but allowing her to see the rough pulley system the men rigged using ropes and one of the extendable carts they’d pushed into place.

“Heave!” the men shouted in unison, straining against the ropes. Jeffries stood at the front of the line, his left arm still in its sling and bandage, directing them. Slowly, dust falling away, the concrete slabs lifted.

More shouting filled the air. Ignoring them, Jen watched the concrete pinning Mara’s leg with ferocious intensity. The moment she saw air between woman and concrete, she pulled, dragging Mara back. Her legs screamed in protest. The family farm, as hard as it was, had never tested her like this.

Grunting, she moved faster, kicking smaller pieces of rubble away.

“A few more seconds, lads!” a gruff male voice shouted mere inches from her head. “Hold it a few more seconds.”

Glancing at the new man, Jen shifted, giving him space to wrap his hand around Mara’s other arm. The two of them towed Mara away, nearly running. “Careful,” she snapped when Mara cried out.

“It’s going,” Jeffries bellowed. “It’s—”

A horrible, grinding crunch filled the air, drowning out the shouts and cries of warning. Jen flung herself over Mara, dust billowing out from the crash site, washing over them.

Hands pulled her up, voices an incoherent babble through the ringing in her ears. “Mara.” Choking, she turned her head aside and spit before wiping her streaming eyes on her shoulder. “How’s Mara?”

Through the dust, she made out new people, people with white jackets and red crosses just like hers, lifting Mara onto a stretcher. Beyond them, vehicles with flashing lights filled the runway, white tents flying up just past the ruined airplanes.

“What the hell?”

A man stepped in front of her, bending slightly to bring himself to her level. “We finally got here,” he said, his gray, beetling eyebrows pulled together. “You’ve done your part, my dear girl. Now it’s time for you to rest. We have this.”

Jen frowned, his words not making any sense. Squinting, her tired eyes focused on his collar. Stars and camouflage. That should mean something, but what, she didn’t know. Before she could ask, he slung her arm over his shoulder, turning to walk with her. On her other side, a tall, slender black woman tucked herself close, taking the rest of Jen’s weight.

“Where were you?” Jen asked, her lower lip trembling.

“That’s a story for later,” the man said. “For now, let’s get you some food and sleep.”

Jen swayed, rubbing her eyes. “Okay.”








  
  
Chapter 2



“Sir?” 

Major General Theodore Randall straightened, hands behind his back, his attention on the young woman sleeping soundly on a cot, oblivious to the chaos around her. Curled tightly on her side, hands tucked under her chin, the medic’s long, black braid draped over the pillow, the small hairs that escaped from it forming a messy halo even the grubby bandage wrapped around her head couldn’t contain.

Shaking his head at the angel analogy—entirely appropriate, considering what she’d done all night—he turned to Morgan. “Yes?”

“They’re ready for you in the communications tent, sir.”

The young black woman, one of the nurses on his base, acted as his aide when he needed to leave his command post. His usual aide, Morty, normally stayed behind to assist the interim commander. He missed Morty’s quiet efficiency, but today, having an extra nurse made all the difference.

“Thank you, Morgan. I’d take it as a personal favor if you stayed with our young friend here. Stellar job, this medic. Have you found out her name?”

Morgan pulled a pad of paper out. “Jennifer Banprionse. Sergeant Owen Jeffries, who’d been directing the men until we arrived, thinks it’s her first deployment.”

“All she’s completed is her year’s training?” Randall’s eyebrows climbed his forehead when Morgan nodded. “Incredible.”

When they’d towed the young woman away from the slabs of concrete, Jennifer had not only kept pace with him, she’d pulled more than her share of the injured woman’s weight. Her gray eyes spit fire, daring him to say something the one time she met his eyes.

He snorted softly. She’d need that fire here. While asleep, she looked more like his six-year-old granddaughter than the medic who’d spent the night running from one disaster to another, leaving a semblance of order in her wake.

“Yes, sir,” Morgan said, drawing him from his thoughts. “You should get going now. Who knows how long the power will last?”

Leaving the tent, he made his way to the communications tent, following the cables snaking over the ground. Hardly any of Bristol’s airport still stood, and even as he watched, a section of roof caved in. He winced.

They’d have to determine what airport to use next. Probably end up landing planes in Ireland and bringing the soldiers over by ferry if the Sectatores kept bombing airports at this rate.

Three of the planes lined up by the terminal were completely destroyed. The one that just arrived from America had its top blown off. A miracle anyone had survived.

Shaking his head, he continued to the communications tent, set up beside the hospital tent. Most men there had already been treated by Banprionse. He’d have to recommend her for a medal. Working through the night and well into the morning, she was the primary medic by simply not dying in the initial explosion.

“Gutsy,” he muttered to himself, ducking to enter the tent.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Why did it take so long for you to provide backup?” General Fagan, the United States Secretary of Defense, slammed his hand on the table, the sound carrying through the laptop’s speakers. Randall squinted at the screen. Slamming one’s hands upon a table had so much less effect when done an ocean away and through a conference call. “American lives were lost in that attack, and you might have saved more if you’d gotten there sooner!”

Randall frowned. Fagan, a man with copious amounts of military expertise and absolutely none on the ground of this admittedly unusual war, would be easier to deal with if only he would admit he didn’t know everything. But those bloody Americans seemed to like him specifically because he was so damn sure of everything. And when he was wrong, well, he wasn’t wrong, he was just less right then than he was now.

The other people visible in the screens were Edmund Stuart, the Prince of Wales, sent overseas when the Sectatores began regularly bombing the British Isles in order to preserve the royal line, and United States President Jean Huxley. Behind them, aides and secretaries worked busily. Some provided support, others reported directly to the displaced leaders of the nearly annexed European Union. Collectively, they were now known as the Federated Nations.

“As I said, sir, none of the vehicles would work…”

“We just sent you a fresh lot of vehicles, all American made! There is no issue with any military vehicle we sent you.” Fagan leaned so close to the camera Randall saw the dark blue ring surrounding his irises, his black eyebrows pulled together.

“Yes, General, I am aware of that, having been present when they were offloaded in Padstow.” Behind his back, Randall clenched his fist. It was the Year of Our Lord Twenty Thirty-Seven, but in England, it looked more like the 1940's during the Blitz. Which none of them overseas seemed capable of understanding. “And I rode with them to the King’s Residence, which is the nearest support in the case of an attack. If we’d tried walking, we’d still be on our way. We sent a couple of the lads ahead on bicycles, but—”

“Are you insane, Randall?” Fagan interrupted. “Bicycles? What kind of war are you running over there?”

“A bloody strange one that keeps changing the rules,” Randall snapped. “As you would know if you read any reports. In Orta Deae—”

“Europe, please,” Prince Edmund interrupted, running his hands through his sandy hair, ruffling it further. A thoughtful young man, Edmund was the last of the royal children left. “Let’s not let the Sectatores have everything their way, shall we?”

Randall bowed his head slightly. “As you wish, sir.” Adjusting his mic, he spoke slowly, in hopes that this time, they would actually listen. “In Europe, firearms will cease working intermittently, often in the middle of a battle. Sometimes, we’ve been unable to push forward because all vehicles simply stop. We’re no longer sending planes over because we’ve gotten tired of them falling out of the sky for no damn reason. Now, if you have an explanation for this, General, I’m all ears.”

Fagan bristled. “Are you getting fresh, Randall? Keep it up and see how fast you get busted down to Colonel!”

“Gentlemen.” President Huxley spoke for the first time, her voice hard. “Enough. This discussion is about the situation in Bristol, and how the Sectatores managed to fire a missile without any of our very expensive equipment picking it up. Now gentlemen, get your shit together.”

Randall nodded, brows furrowed. “Madam President. Forgive me. I’ll fill in the details of our arrival in my report.”

“Of course.” Huxley spoke quietly to an aide before turning back to the screen. “What are your casualties?”

“Over one hundred fifty dead, most of those in the initial explosion, three hundred seventy-five seriously wounded. The remainder are all walking wounded.”

“So high?”

“Ma’am, those numbers are lower than they have any right to be.” Randall tapped a command into his keyboard. Images from the explosion crossed the screen. The airplanes, bodies laid out, the terminal itself, all of them bleak in the story they told.

The President and her aides murmured to each other. Randall compressed his lips. Easy for them to make sympathetic noises and suggestions on how they ought to proceed. Yes, many world leaders had come and gone during the first two to three years of the war, but this had stretched on for ten years now, and many were reluctant to risk what few leaders they had left.

How did you deal when Europe as a whole had largely ceased to exist? Europeans were now divided into three categories: refugees living in another country, enlisted personnel, or the enemy.

There was no fourth option.

This, apparently, was the result when a small cult managed to gain sufficient followers. Millions strong, it became an army of fanatics willing to do anything for their “goddess,” Morgana.

Sighing, Randall straightened his cuffs, squaring his shoulders. “There’s a medic here… I beg your pardon, a trainee nurse, whom I would like to recommend for a medal.”

The quiet discussions ceased. “Why?” Fagan demanded. “What could a trainee nurse have possibly contributed?”

“This.”

He sent a series of new images, these ones of men resting in the hospital tents, of a young, raven-haired woman bent over an injured man, bags open beside her, using a belt and a piece of metal to tie a tourniquet around his leg. Two men hobbling along, leaning against each other, both heavily bandaged with brightly patterned cloth.

“Did the trainee do all of this?” Huxley leaned forward, examining the images, adjusting her glasses.

Randall nodded. “Most of the injured had received basic first aid by the time we arrived. Without her, we would have lost even more men. Based on her performance here, and her attitude in the brief time I spoke to her…” The sight of young Jennifer towing a woman out from under two precariously-held concrete walls flashed across his mind. “She’s a prime candidate for the new program I proposed to you earlier.”

Fagan glowered. “How often do we have to tell you? Women in the field, even if they’ve had some training, is a bad idea.”

“What makes you think men are the only ones who can handle violence?” Randall shot back. “They deal with blood daily, not to mention the indignities from men who assume they’re incompetent because of their gender, and their performance is outstanding. The army medics are stretched thin as it is, and every new batch of men is sent straight to the Front.” A front that closed in on England with every passing day, though he’d not admit as much out loud. “Using specially trained nursing staff here is better than no medical aid whatsoever.”

“Why are you even contemplating patrols on safe ground?” General Fagan snapped.

“Because England isn’t far from France, the Sectatores grow bolder by the day, and our remaining civilians still require medical aid!”

“Gentlemen.” Prince Edmund tapped a key, muting Fagan. “I beg your pardon, General, but we have issues at hand greater than your mutual grudge. While I heartily agree with your proposal, General Randall, I must ask: Is the young woman English?”

“American, sir.”

“Then we must defer to President Huxley on the young lady’s participation.”

“Certainly not!” Fagan interrupted. Randall sighed inwardly. The blessed silence hadn’t lasted anywhere near long enough. Fagan continued. “How can we possibly justify putting a woman—a young woman at that!—in a dangerous situation? Birth rates are constantly dropping. Allowing women to go out on patrol could put the future of the world at risk.”

“General Fagan!” President Huxley glared at General Fagan, her delicate eyebrows pulling together over what Randall had to admit were very fine hazel eyes. “Ten to twenty young women will not make or break the future generations of the world, but they may very well be all the difference to the soldiers.”

Under the table, Randall clenched a fist in silent victory. Fagan had unwittingly guaranteed his own defeat.

“And if the future is truly of so much concern, I have five children and thirteen grandchildren. I think my line is producing enough to make up for them.”

Without giving him a chance to respond, Huxley turned off his camera. “General Randall, you have my permission to speak to the trainee about your program. However,” she held up one finger, “if the trainee refuses, she cannot be punished for it.”

“Madam.” Randall inclined his head. “Unless I’ve lost all ability to judge people’s character, the worst I’ll have to deal with is the nurses. They’ll be furious I’m stealing some of their own.”

“As for the medal…” Huxley shrugged. “If it will improve morale, why not?”

“I’ll send word to my father.” Prince Edmund inclined his head. “Since her service was on English soil, it should be from us. Father will know which is best to give to her.”

The flap to the communications tent pulled back. Morgan cautiously poked her head in. Spotting him, she waved. “She’s awake,” she whispered.


      [image: image-placeholder]Jen shifted, her arms and shoulders screaming. For a moment, her sleep-muddled brain thought it must be harvest season. It was the only reason she could conjure for her soreness. Before she even opened her eyes, strange scents and sounds filtered through. Men shouting. A grinding crash. A strong, astringent scent.

Not a hint of dirt or apples, nor the quiet hum of the generators at her old nursing school. Jen frowned. She wasn’t in Washington anymore.

“Trainee Banprionse? Jennifer?”

Jen’s head lolled sideways, too heavy to hold upright. Prying her eyes open took more effort than sitting up. “Yerm…?”

“Here.”

Slowly, her bleary eyes focused. High cheekbones, dark skin, corn rows ending in an Afro puff, and black eyes with a hint of gold in their depths. The young woman drew back slightly. Jen’s eyes wandered over the white jacket and red cross the woman wore, all the way down to her hands, holding a cup of water.

Seizing the cup, she drank quickly, water sloshing over her chin, splashing onto the blanket, draining the cup dry. “Thanks,” she croaked, taking stock of her surroundings.

A large camouflage tent flapped around her in the gentle breeze. Soft rain pattered on the tarp overhead. A few feet away, a partition hung down. On the other side, engines ran—no, not engines. Generators. Of course. The terminal was in pieces, so they’d need to bring electricity with them. She lay on a cot, a soft, sturdy blanket covering her legs, pooling around her waist.

“No worries, luv. I’m Morgan. I work as a nurse at Chelmsford Base. I’m part of the unit who relieved you a few hours ago.”

“How long was I asleep?” Men, eyes closed, red blood, redder than it ever was in real life, splattered around them, flashed across her mind.

“Whoa.” Morgan rested a hand on her arm. “Just breathe and let it happen. Repressing it only makes it worse.”

Nodding, Jen closed her eyes. Occasionally, she lingered on a face or an injury before skittering away, shying like a nervous horse. Finally ready to face people, she opened them. A man had pulled up a chair. He now sat forward, elbows on his knees, his beetling gray eyebrows oddly familiar, as were the stars on his collar.

He nodded once, a brief greeting, smiling slightly. “Well done, last night. If we had a hundred more like you, this war would be over by now. Very well done.”

Jen leaned back slightly, her face scrunching. What was the weird man talking about? She remained silent, studying him. Older than her father by a few years, his light brown hair slowly fading into silver, the man had stern features, a straight, broad nose, and blue eyes that watched her knowingly, as if he’d seen her like before.

Those bushy eyebrows, his most noticeable feature, rose. “What you accomplished last night not only saved lives, but it’s opened a door I’ve been battering at for quite some time. Thank you for that.”

A wash of heat began at her collarbones, flooding up through her face. Jen hunched her shoulders, wishing the floor would open and swallow her. Why did she have to get embarrassed over things that were nothing to get embarrassed about? And what would the strange man say in response?

She’d heard it all before. You know you’re red, right? Oh, look, she’s turned red! Bless her heart. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about, dear. Look, honey! Sean and Lucy’s girl’s all embarrassed because that young man said hello to her! Isn’t that cute? She must have a crush on him!

Always spoken so loudly everyone in the room could hear. Always said as if she didn’t know she’d turned red. As if she didn’t know she didn’t need to be embarrassed. It just happened, but no one ever believed her.

So, what would the old man say?

The man barked out a laugh. “Forgive me. I’ve just realized I haven’t introduced myself. I apologize for my bad manners, Trainee.”

Her eyes flew up, examining his face. Sincerity. Open, honest, slightly abashed at himself, sincerity. “I’m Major General Theodore Randall. I command Chelmsford Base. I also command the troops who recently arrived here.”

Jen considered that, the heat in her cheeks slowly dissipating. “Is Chelmsford near here?”

“No, lass. It’s across the country, all the way on the other coast.”

She nodded slowly. “Not too far, then.” He frowned, causing his eyebrows to scrunch. A smile quirked her lips. “Your country is tiny. No offense. Okay, maybe some offense. It’s the smallest country I’ve ever been to.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Randall guffawed, appraising her anew.

Upright and awake, Jennifer Banprionse proved to be quite lovely. Hardly conventional, with her stubborn chin and mulish expression, but her black hair combined with nearly silver eyes provided a striking contrast. Less beautiful, more a potential for regalness. Exhausted as she was, she kept her chin held high, defiance nearly hidden in her eyes, but there if one knew what to look for.

Banprionse had a hell of a sense of humor as well, he could tell, though hidden away under a serious, scared exterior. Well, he couldn’t blame her for being scared. Hadn’t even set foot on English soil before the Sectatores tried to blast her to Kingdom Come.

Randall nodded to himself. Perfect. She’d need every ounce of it to survive what he had in mind.

Maybe he should introduce her to his son. Jennifer would be perfect for Cai.


      [image: image-placeholder]Though General Randall laughed as if she’d made a joke, Jen hadn’t. She didn’t know how to say it, other than that England had a sense of being both small and old. While America had a rich, ancient history, it hadn’t left behind many buildings, hadn’t seen as many bloody wars as this country that was smaller than most states.

All that fighting left a mark that lingered in the air centuries later. It tingled across her skin, an awareness that settled in the back of her mind. In the same spot, she felt the country’s smallness. Not of spirit, just of sheer size, or lack thereof.

“Hey.” Morgan interrupted her musing. “You can’t say cryptic shite about battering open a door without elaborating, sir.” She folded her arms, tapping her toes while glaring at the stately general.

He humphed, folded his arms, and scowled at her. She laughed. Alarm spiking, Jen eyed Randall, but his frown only deepened. Her brow furrowing, Jen looked between the two of them, but there was no real heat or anger to it. Just…posturing, and deep, nearly hidden humor.

What?

After a silent moment where the other two communicated with their eyes, Randall leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees again. “Very well, you wretch. Why I put up with your insubordination is beyond me.” Morgan grinned, dark eyes dancing. “But first, Jennifer needs some backstory.”

Jen winced at her full name. Only three people ever used it, and two of them only when they were angry.

Randall raised his eyebrows. “You don’t care for your full name?” She shook her head. “‘Jen’ work for you?” Waiting until he got her silent nod, he continued. “The war in Europe is going badly for us,” he said bluntly. “We’ve got more wounded coming back than men being sent over, and we simply don’t have enough medics. As I’m sure you’re aware, they’re not allowing any women to cross over.”

She nodded. There’d been a ton of new laws around that before the latest president made it into office, but the long and short of it was that the remaining leaders worried about losing more of the population. Their answer? Restrict women’s movements even more.

Assholes.

“What this means is that we don’t have enough medical staff,” Randall continued. “Every man who’s trained is sent straight to the Front. Meanwhile, we need to run patrols here, not just to ensure the Sectatores don’t get a foothold on British soil, but also to check on the people in the countryside who no longer have easy access to medicines and doctors.

“Because of your actions today, lass, a program designed to train nurses and send them out as field medics here in England has finally been approved by the brass.”

“Sir, you are the brass,” Morgan said dryly. Then, “Wait. What? When were you going to tell me about this? How do I get into the program?”

Jen nodded, pointing at herself then Morgan. “Me, too!”

Randall sat up, rubbing his hands. “Excellent! I was hoping you’d say yes. Now it turns out I didn’t even have to ask. You’ll still need to report to your original posting while I get things sorted, but I’ll be collecting you within the next two months, even if I have to kidnap you from… Where are you heading?”

Jen didn’t even need to check her orders. “St. Thomas’, in London.”

“Excellent. Morgan?”

“Got it, sir.” Whipping a notepad from her back pocket, Morgan took notes.

As quickly as that, General Randall left, the tent flap swinging behind him. Jen looked from the doorway to Morgan and back. “Did that just happen?”

Morgan sat down abruptly. “Yes. Yes!” She giggled, clapping a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my God. It really did! Thank God it was you and not another nurse. I know a hundred who would’ve said no to this offer.”

Jen finally tore her eyes away from the entrance. “Really? I only signed up to the nurses because there was nowhere else to go. I’d have taken a field medic’s position first if it’d been available.”

Settling back on the cot, she stretched, arching her back. Running away had been the best decision of her life, especially if she got to spend it outside, exploring England. How much of Elison’s books are accurate?

The author described England’s countryside so well, she might recognize parts of it from his descriptions alone. She giggled softly, pressing her hands to her mouth to muffle the sound.

“It’s okay.” Morgan laid a gentle hand on her arm. “You don’t have to hide here.”

Jen smiled slightly, eyes dancing. “If we go into the field, we’ll need to play a really good game of hide-and-seek, don’t you think? Better practice now.”

“Fair enough.” Rising, Morgan groaned. “Can I get you anything before I go?”

“Fresh change of clothes? My pants are shot.”

Morgan cocked her head. “Did you lose your bag?” A pause, then, “Wait, your pants? Did you soil yourself?

“Uh, no. And my bag is…” Craning her head, Jen searched the room. Relief pouring through her, she pointed at the blue canvas bag. “That’s it there.” With a lot less in it than she’d had. She grimaced down at her blood-spattered clothes. “What I had ended up as extra bandages. But I need to change my jeans. Maybe a fresh shirt.”

Morgan’s brow cleared and she laughed. “I get it! Yes, I can get you some clothes, including fresh trousers. That’s what we call them here. Trousers are those,” she pointed to Jen’s jeans, “and pants are your underwear.” Jen’s mouth dropped. How did she not know this?

Morgan continued. “The clothes are basic, but it’s the least the military can do, all things considered.” The nurse hefted the backpack, eyes widening before setting it beside the cot. “Heavier than it looks. Rocks?”

“Books.” Unzipping it, Jen pulled out a book. The Dragon Unman, part of The Pendragon Chronicles, written by Malcolm Elison. In her opinion, his version was the only one that mattered, mostly because there was no Lancelot.

“Oh!” Morgan took the book gently. “I love these books! Mine got destroyed, and I haven’t been able to find another set. Do you have them all?”

Opening the bag more, Jen tilted it, showing Morgan the remaining four books in the series, jumbled in the bottom of her pack, half burying her toiletries bags.

“Yes!” Morgan punched the air. “Good. Excellent. When you come to Chelmsford, I’m totally borrowing them. Don’t worry, I’ll treat them like my own.”

“Whoa!” Jen shot upright. She’d lost too many books that way. “No! Don’t do that! Treat them like they’re mine.”

Morgan laughed. “Cheeky, aren’t you? Deal. Now, get some rest.”










  
  
Chapter 3



The drive across England passed too quickly. The small bus carried only ten people besides herself. Uninterested in them, Jen kept her nose pressed to the glass, drinking in the sights. 

Green, rolling hills, the small copses of trees occasionally spreading into larger forests. Narrow, winding roads bracketed on either side by tall hedges, broken by driveways featuring adorable little cottages and houses. Many of them were still thatched, lending everything a quaint air.

She’d dreamed of this for years, keeping it close to her heart, never daring to tell another soul about her secret desires. Dreamed of continuing on, exploring the entire world, with the sky for a roof and all her possessions on her back. Not so difficult now, considering she only had a single backpack.

The other passengers gave her space, visibly confused by the conflicting messages of fatigues and casual white nurse’s jacket. One man, roughly her age, made to sit beside her, but when she looked up, he backed quickly away, finding a different seat. Forgetting about him before the bus started again, she went back to the window and the fields rolling past.

London itself was sobering, though the driver kept up a genial stream of information while navigating broken roads and crumbling buildings. At every ruined building, a lump around her heart expanded. There were so many things she wanted to see. What if they were already destroyed?

“This is Trafalgar Square,” their driver, Jon, said. “Still quite popular as a hang out of a sunny afternoon, so remember this spot.”

A stone pillar, broken about twenty feet up, stood not fifteen feet from the road. The remains of the pillar were carefully piled at its base. Around the pillar, four stone lions lay, facing outward. Beyond them, a large, paved space led to a huge building. A museum.

The steps leading up to it were broken in places. The left side of the building was nothing more than rubble, the building beside it suffering the same damage. The two fountains in the square were dry now, the sides cracked.

But the leaves were cleaned up, and people occupied the space. Small carts littered the square, selling things that smelled delicious. The people were a mix. Soldiers, civilians, and off-duty nurses, wearing the uniform of a dress and sensible shoes, all mingled. Some bought food from the vendors, others lounged on blankets or chairs, faces tipped up, basking in the weak sunlight.

In the distance, low on the eastern horizon, storm clouds sat, nearly black in the afternoon light. In their depths, lightning flashed. Jen rubbed her eyes. Some of those flashes weren’t normal.

The bus rounded the roundabout, leaving Trafalgar Square behind. “Buckingham Palace is that way.” Jon pointed to the right, through a huge stone arch, beautifully carved. Ahead lay the river. “That’s the Thames.” He pronounced it tehms. “Not pronounced like ‘James.’”

“What’s with the weird clouds?” a young man called.

“No idea,” Jon replied. “They’re over Europe, and we haven’t exactly been able to send scientists over to see what’s what.” Despite his casual tone, his shoulders were tight.

Instead of crossing the bridge, Jon turned right, following the river. Buildings lined the road. Though they all touched, each had a different front. This one was made of red brick, that of white stone. This one is cream, that building had no decorative window frames, those were brilliantly white.

“This entire area has been recommissioned,” Jon said over the speakers, back to playing tour guide. “It now billets soldiers who are here for R&R or wounded but not yet able to return to the Front. The shops below are still open, however, and are another popular spot to meet and have fun.”

Fun. Huh. Most of the shops were cafes or pubs, until they passed an ice cream shop. Jen licked her lips. She definitely needed to return here. The bus slowed, allowing a group of soldiers to pass. They were loud, laughing and pushing each other. More were clustered around tables outside a pub, silently nursing pints of beer. These ones were more weathered, one sporting a white bandage on his hand. Another bandage peeked above a man’s collar.

The weight around her heart grew. So. Not so difficult to tell who was fresh to England, and who’d just returned from Europe. At the next bridge, Jen sat up, the weight disappearing. “Big Ben!”

The clock tower rose into the air, still whole, though the hands on the clock facing the bus didn’t move. The cream-colored stone was beautifully worked in a Gothic style. As they approached, the exquisite detailing became clearer.

Ornate windows lined the walls, while small turrets topped them, nearly hiding the roof. When the bus rounded the corner, Jen caught a quick glimpse of Westminster Abbey, the site of the last ten royal weddings.

Crossing the bridge, she saw the remains of the London Eye stabbing the air, the white spokes blackened at the ends. To her left, St. Thomas’ Hospital squatted directly opposite Parliament House, right on the banks of the River Thames.

Unlike Parliament, St. Thomas’ was a modern building, all angles and glass windows. Jon drove straight past St. Thomas’, pulling into the drive of a brick and glass building with the sign Eveline London Children’s Hospital above the glass double doors.

“This is where you’re staying, ladies,” the driver announced.

Jen and the other three women rose, pulling their bags out. Jen glumly weighed her near empty backpack. She’d miss those shirts, and they hadn’t passed a single thing that looked like a clothing store.

Unless she’d be expected to wear those stiff dresses she’d seen the nurses in Trafalgar wearing? And the white caps? She barely held back a shudder. Dresses were not for her. They itched, they pulled… In short, dresses were awful.

Jen was the first one to the door. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Good luck, Jennifer.” Something about the driver’s tone changed. No longer the light-hearted tour guide, his voice deepened, carrying a note of warning.

Frowning, Jen glanced over her shoulder, caught for a moment by the knowing look in his gentle brown eyes. “What?”

“Excuse me!” the girl immediately behind Jen called, her suitcase hitting Jen’s leg. “I’m so sorry, you can’t stop like that!”

“Sorry.” Ducking her head, Jen hopped off the bus. When she turned around, however, Jon was all smiles, waving to the young women before shutting the door and throwing the bus into gear.

Shouldering her backpack, Jen turned, craning her neck to follow the lines of the buildings all the way up in this crowded area.

“Well.” One of the girls smiled, her short hair swinging around her shoulders, held back from her face by a stylish hat. “Shall we, ladies?”
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Jen closed her eyes for the briefest of moments, pressing her lips together to hold back all the words that wanted to spill out. Straightening, she faced the older woman who ran this particular ward at St. Thomas’. “Yes, Matron?”

She’d been here a mere two weeks, and Matron Thornbury had taken one look at her and decided Jen would be the whipping girl for this ward. Thornbury was the gray-haired, female version of her father, right to the core of her personality.

“Look at these corners,” Matron continued at full volume, pointing to the neatly folded corners of a hospital bed. “I thought you’d finally learned the proper respect due to me as your supervisor and elder, but if you consistently put out such shoddy work, I’ll have no choice but to demote you.”

At that, Jen rolled her eyes, wringing out the mop and continuing to clean the floors. What more could Matron add? She already emptied bedpans, mopped floors, cleaned toilets, and did the laundry. The only other miserable work left for her was washing dishes.

The other nurses—two trainees among them—carefully avoided Matron’s eyes. The beds were currently empty, though they’d had word a ship approached filled with wounded, and everyone worked feverishly to ensure the entire ward was ready for the influx.

“Cease your duties when I’m speaking to you,” Matron ordered.

Her lips folded in a thin line, Jen held the mop at arm’s length. “Matron.”

Focusing on Matron’s right eyebrow, she spaced out while Matron droned on, nodding periodically. When would General Randall send word for her? Maybe she could write a letter to Morgan. Except she didn’t know Morgan’s last name, just the base where she was stationed.

“Do you understand?” Matron finished at the top of her lungs.

Jen nodded vigorously, squaring her shoulders. “Yes, Matron!”

Matron nodded, her chin high. “Edifying trainees such as yourself is an incredibly difficult task, but one that is required. With this knowledge, you’ll be able to find yourself a suitable husband when your tour of duty is over. It will place you above the other girls who didn’t have the fortitude to volunteer when the stakes are so high…”

Jen spaced again, her eyes trained on Matron’s eyebrow. In his series, Elison talked about various locations across England. She pondered how many of them she might get the chance to see as a field medic. After all, she’d be going on patrol, so it made sense they’d be passing interesting places. Maybe she’d have a nice commander who’d let her go and have a look…

“Banprionse, are you listening to me?” Matron barked.

“Yes, Matron!”

“What did I just say?”

Jen took too long to answer.

Matron’s eyes bulged. “Useless, stupid, lazy, good for nothing girl! What did I ever do to get bogged down with such a piece as you!” She jabbed a finger in Jen’s chest with every word. “Go clean the toilets once you’ve finished the floors.”

Shrugging when Matron turned her back, Jen dunked mop back in the bucket. Today would be another long day. When would she learn to pay attention to endless rambling?
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“Hah!” a familiar voice shouted. “You’re just a baby!”

Squealing, Jen lunged out of the stall, barely maintaining her grip on the toilet scrubber. A young woman with rich, caramel hair, and soft brown eyes lounged in the doorway, her nurse’s uniform pristine.

“Ava!” Jen shrieked. “You’re here!”

“Yep!” Ava raised her arms. “Just got back from a week’s break in Clacton. If you’d told me you were coming, I’d have stayed to meet you, Jenny.”

Jen grimaced. “I did try to message you. I guess it didn’t go through?”

Ava flipped through her phone, her finger tapping rapidly. “Oh, you know how it goes. Sometimes things work, sometimes they don’t. Oh! There it is. It came in…two months ago.” She smiled sheepishly. “I’m so sorry. You know how it is.” She shrugged. “But we have to catch up. I have so much to tell you. As soon as you’re done with your shift, we’ll need to…”

Ava’s familiar chatter faded while Jen finished wiping down the counters and walls, gathered the cleaning supplies, and stored them back in the closet. Ava followed her through the hall, still talking.

“I’ve found a new church here, and I love it. You’ll have to come with me. They meet on Saturday and Sunday. They’re so much nicer than my old church. You remember, I told you about the elders there, how they’re always trying to keep me from growing and learning. I mean, I study the Bible daily. My grandma said I’ve been touched by the Holy Spirit, and…”

Jen closed the storage closet with finality. “That’s it! I’m done. I just need to shower and change, then we can do whatever you want.”

“Oh, no! You’re new here. Let’s do something you like. What haven’t you done yet?”

They walked through the hallway, Jen signing out at the nurse’s station, waving to Malaya, one of her roommates. She liked the voluptuous black woman. In the short two weeks since she’d arrived, Malaya had become her hero: no nonsense, willing to take on anyone in the ward except Matron Thornbury, knowledgeable, kind, and a force to be reckoned with.

“Off for the day, Jen?” Malaya called, her French accent adding an exotic twist to her otherwise boring name.

Jen grinned. “Yeah! This is my friend, Ava. We’re heading out for a little while.”

Malaya smiled, teeth white against her dark skin. “Don’t forget to be back before curfew. It’s in…” She checked her watch. “Two hours. Lucia and Cleo are on the next shift, so the room will be quiet. I will make sure the doors stay open until you are back.”

“Merci!”

Malaya lit up. She’d been driven from her homeland five or six years ago, and ever since then, she’d confided to Jen that she missed hearing her native language. Though Jen’s accent was terrible, Malaya still smiled when she tried speaking French.

Jen raced back to her dorm room, pulling off her work clothes as she went. Flinging open the steamer trunk nestled at the foot of her bunk, she pushed aside the books. All she had left in there were a few pairs of underwear, the jeans and t-shirt she’d been wearing when she landed, and the fatigues and t-shirt she’d gotten from Morgan in Bristol.

Lucia, a stocky Spanish/American woman from California, and Cleo, a tall German with short, white-blonde hair, entered while she pulled on clean clothes.

“Still haven’t had a chance to get anything?” Lucia asked, dark eyes sympathetic.

“All the clothing stores are already closed,” Cleo said, folding her arms. “Matron needs to give you a day off to find something to wear.”

“You’re telling me.” Jen pulled the olive-green t-shirt down. “At least it’s not stained. But I liked my old clothes better.”

Lucia waved. “Okay, we’ve got to go. Don’t you dare read the next chapter tonight! We’ll be off the same time as you tomorrow. Don’t give in to Malaya’s begging!”

Jen bit her lip, ducking her head to hide a smile. She’d been reading to them from her books on the evenings they were free. They were halfway through The Dragon of Unman. Her roommates were almost as big as fans as her now.

“Really?” Ava wrinkled her nose. “You’re still reading those old books?”

“I like them,” Jen said defensively.

“Yeah, but you’re in England now! There are so many men here. He doesn’t even have to be a soldier,” Ava hurriedly added. “But don’t you think you have better things to do than read?”

Sealing her lips, Jen looked down. It didn’t matter. “Let’s go get ice cream,” she said instead.

Outside, Ava linked her arm with Jen’s, keeping up a steady stream of chatter. She worked at University College’s Hospital. Close enough to walk, but far enough apart that both couldn’t be destroyed at once.

A depressing thought, so Jen kept her head up, soaking in everything. Big Ben, the beautiful architecture of Parliament, people watching. At the ice cream shop, Jen reached for the door, but Ava pulled her back.

“Are you sure you want ice cream?” she asked. “It’s so fattening.” She ran her free hand down her side. “Let’s go to the pub instead. There might be someone worth meeting there.”

“But I wanted…”

Ava laughed. “Don’t be silly! Besides, I came all this way to hang out with you. We should find somewhere we can talk, and we can’t bring ice cream into a pub.”

Allowing Ava to drag her away, Jen cast one last, longing glance at the ice cream shop. She’d go there later this week. She had time.

They wandered from spot to spot, entering long enough for Ava to have a peek, find some fault, then continue up the road, past Trafalgar Square. Jen craned her head around, biting her lip to keep her mouth from dropping open at the lion statues. Up close, they were taller than her.

“You know what? I know a great place just on the other side of Soho,” Ava said enthusiastically. “Let’s go there and grab a pint.”

“But what’s wrong with here?” Jen gestured vaguely behind them.

Ava laughed, towing her down the road. “There’s a gorgeous park just across the street from the hospital,” she coaxed. “I’ve been there three times and haven’t seen everything yet.”

Sighing, Jen followed. A park would be nice.

Forty minutes later, they arrived outside a pub nestled between a coffee shop and a clothing store, its metal grid already drawn. Most of the buildings in this area were brick, a mix of red and cream, ranging anywhere from one to four stories high.

Jen smiled to herself. So far, London didn’t follow a single common theme in its buildings. It was fun.

“Here it is!” Ava pulled Jen inside. “It’s got the best food, and the drinks are good, too. Best of all…” She winked, jerking her head at the bartenders.

Both were tall. One had reddish hair and a thick beard. The other had hair so blond it was almost white and a little goatee. They moved around each other with an efficiency that said they’d worked together for a long time.

Settling on a barstool, Jen soaked in the atmosphere. Walls painted deep blue, low, open beams, and dark wood flooring made the bright lights shining on all the bottles behind the bar stand out more. Candles set in empty liquor bottles sat on each table, providing another layer of ambiance.

The sour, yeasty scent of beer nearly struck her in the face, underlaid by a sweet, sharp smell. Gentle conversation created a susurrus, punctuated by the clink of glassware and overly loud, almost desperate laughter.

Jen smiled, and Ava beamed. “See? I told you you’d like it!”

“What can I get you ladies?” Jen turned to see the ginger bartender leaning his forearms on the bar.

“Dylan!” Ava squealed. “This is my friend, Jenny!”

Jen grimaced. “Jen,” she said to him.

“Jen. What can I get you?”

“I’ll have a lager,” Ava said, leaning forward.

“Um…” Jen leaned her elbows on the bar. She’d never seen such a selection before. “What do you suggest?”

“Do you like beers?”

They chatted, Dylan asking questions, relaxed while he polished glasses and poured a drink for another patron. While they spoke, he fished in the tip jar, sorting through a handful of coins. “Here.” He set ten five pence pieces on the bar, forming them into a triangle. “If you can solve the puzzle, your drink is free. Moving only three coins, make the triangle point in the opposite direction.”

Jen leaned her elbows on the bar, studying it. “Does it matter which way it points?”

“Nope. Pick any point, then make it point the other way.”

Ava pouted. “I don’t like this game,” she complained. “I couldn’t figure it out, and he wouldn’t give me any hints.”

Dylan winked at Jen. “Let’s try an Amaretto and cranberry,” he decided, pouring the dark amber liquid into a tall, slender glass. “Simon!” he shouted into the back. “Do we have anymore cranberry juice?”

Simon’s reply was muffled by the thick, brick walls, but apparently, he heard because he returned with a carton. Dylan set it in front of her with a little flourish. Cautiously, Jen sipped her drink. Sweet and deliciously sour, almond and cranberry, the combination was delicious.

“Well?” Dylan asked, drawing another half pint for Ava and setting it in front of her.

“It’s good.” Jen smiled. “I’d never have thought almonds and cranberries would go together this well.”

“What about the puzzle?”

Grinning, Jen moved three coins. The triangle now pointed towards her instead of the bar.

Dylan laughed. “When did you figure it out?”

“While you were pouring my drink.” She took another sip.

“Oh, my God, Jenny!” Ava squealed. “You figured it out. Lucky you.”

“Drink’s on the house, Jen.” Taking a few steps away, Dylan turned up the lights. “All right, folks,” he called. “Last orders! Curfew starts in thirty!”

Jen choked. “Did you say curfew starts in thirty minutes?”

“Yeah.” Ava waved it away. “Don’t worry, we’ve got time for one more.”

“You do,” Jen retorted. “I’ve got to get back to St. Thomas’.”

“Oh, my gosh, you’re right!” Ava reached for her purse. “Don’t worry, I’ve got this. You better hurry, Jenny! I’ll see you later, okay?”

Jen downed her drink. “Thanks, Dylan,” she shouted over her shoulder, practically running out the door.

The streets emptied quickly, people returning to homes, barracks, and dormitories. Jen sprinted down the road, leaping the occasional pile of rubble. Slowing to a jog, she struggled to catch her breath. The moment her breathing evened, she sped up again. Long shadows stretched across the road, disappearing when she reached the bridge.

Running once more, she hunched her shoulders, waiting for Big Ben to toll the hour, condemning her. Matron Thornbury would have more than words if Jen missed curfew.

Her breath sawing in her throat, Jen strained for a bit…more…speed. St. Thomas’ main doors vanished behind her. Ahead, the nurses’ dormitories loomed. At the double doors, Malaya paced, glancing at her watch, then peering in either direction.

Jen waved, too winded to call out. Malaya sagged. “Jen!” she cried, waving. “Hurry!”

A soldier stepped through the doors, waving Malaya inside. Shaking her head, Malaya waved at Jen, who drew on reserves she didn’t know existed and put on an extra burst of speed, racing through the doors just as the soldier pulled Malaya inside.

Resting her hands on her head, Jen paced around the former lobby, her breath coming too fast.

“Espéce d’idiot!” Malaya snapped. Jen stared at her, eyes wide, her feet constantly moving. “Why were you so late? I told you when curfew starts!”

Jen bit back all the words bubbling to the surface. It never mattered to people why she did whatever; they just wanted to shout at her. Except Malaya didn’t say anything else on the matter, instead walking with her back to their dorm. Jen’s breathing slowly returned to normal while Malaya filled her in on their ward’s latest patients.

Pulling off the scarf holding her natural hair back from her face, Malaya sighed. “Did you at least do what you wanted?”

Jen shrugged, looking down. “I wanted to have ice cream.”

“And did you?”

“No. Ava didn’t want any. We went to a pub not far from where she lives. It was fun, though. Got my drink for free.”

Malaya made a uniquely French noise suggesting extreme disbelief that Jen couldn’t copy on her best day. “And where does she live that you were nearly late?”

“University College Hospital.”

Malaya’s mouth dropped open. “That’s over two miles away!”

“It is what it is.”

“No,” Malaya said sharply. “That is rude. Your friend knows the city better than you. She should have picked a place more central.”

Jen just shrugged. When Ava got an idea in her head, you either went along or did your own thing. There was no changing her mind. “She is who she is, too.”

Inside their dorm room, Malaya studied her face. “That is zen. Very well. Maybe we should read tonight?”

As quickly as that, Jen laughed. “No! Lucia told me not to give in and to wait for tomorrow.”

“Oh, but cherie! We could read tonight, and simply say we did not.” Malaya grinned, her teeth flashing. “I wish to read more about these crazy women, non?”

“There’s some of the coolest ladies in here, aren’t there? How did a man manage to get them so right?”

They continued chatting about the book while getting ready for bed. Their room only had space for the two bunk beds and four steamer trunks. The bland taupe walls kept the room drab and gave it the air of a police interrogation room. Two small windows set high in the walls were barely enough to let in some air. Jen suspected it had once been a storage closet, though she’d yet to find an original floor plan anywhere.

Keeping her back turned, Jen undid her bra beneath her shirt, making sure nothing showed. She’d been uncomfortable, changing in a room with other people, but Cleo merely turned her back on everyone, as if pretending they didn’t exist. Liking that approach, Jen followed her lead, facing the wall whenever she changed.

Malaya climbed into the bottom bunk. “You must stretch,” she said.

“I know.” Jen groaned, touching her toes. After eyeing her for a few seconds, Malaya coached her through moves that gently worked the muscles while stretching them. After a quick shower and nearly crying with exhaustion, Jen slowly climbed the ladder to her bunk, sinking into the mattress with a groan of relief.

Hopefully, she’d get a good night’s sleep tonight.
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Swords flashing in the sun flickered across her mind. A wooden weight in her hands. Dust. Screams. Horses rearing, their hooves striking out.

Frowning, she shook her head. Not again. It was stronger this week than last, the images more vivid. She almost imagined she heard the screams, rather than having a vague impression of them. Settling back against her pillow, she pressed the light button on her watch, but it stayed dark.

Dead for the third time in two weeks. The front desk would be asking why she needed to replace the battery again. Closing her eyes, sleep pulled her back into its weighted arms.

The next month passed quickly, and with agonizing slowness. Soldiers rotated through the wards. Her ward took in the first injured men off the ships. When they were out of danger, they were sent to University College to receive physical therapy, then were either sent home or to Chelmsford Base in preparation for the Front.

Her life became one round of drudgery and madness after another. Mopping floors in the surgeries, bedpans, fixing beds, laundry… Over and over and over.

At night, she read aloud when the four of them were together. And every night, she dreamed, waking disoriented, unsure where—or even when—she was.

Like tonight.

She woke with a rush, a name on her lips that faded from her memory even as she called to him. A battle, a huge battle, was all she remembered. Men and swords and women with their teeth bared in snarls. Brightly colored fabrics paired with leather and furs.

Below her, Malaya gasped and the bunk bed vibrated. Jen leaned over the railing, peering into the gloom. Malaya’s skin and bonnet were dark against her cream pillowcase, her eyes wide.

“You okay?” Jen whispered.

“Okay? Okay? Filles blanches folles,” Malaya muttered. “I have had the most intense dreams, and you ask if I am okay? No, I am not! I see…” She continued in French, a rapid stream that conveyed her agitation better than anything else.

“Oh!” Lucia’s voice came from other upper bunk. “You, too? Thank God it’s not just me.”

“Me, too,” Cleo chimed in.

“So…” Jen drew the word out, trying to think and failing miserably. “What do you guys dream about?”

It turned out, things very similar to her. A jumbled mess of horses and people, often fights, sometimes an old-time party.

In the hallway, the night guard banged on their door. “Time, girls!” she shouted.

The night guard doing the morning wakeups was admin’s response when too many people slept past their alarms, courtesy of the alarms randomly not working. To prevent tardiness, the guard now also had to knock on a few doors.

The only bonus was that the four of them worked the same shift, allowing them to read the books faster. They were halfway through book two, Pendragon’s Vow. Maybe that’s why she dreamed of things that would fit right into the books. Too much reading was damaging her brain, just as her mother always warned her it would.

“Already?” she moaned.

The four piled out of their bunks, stumbling and bumping into each other until Cleo found and lit the lamp. Two seconds later, the lights burst into life. Covering her eyes, Jen whimpered.

“Now they work?” Cleo glared up at them.

While Jen didn’t speak German, “son of a bitching piece of shit” looked the same in either language. Tugging on her uniform of a simple, black dress buttoned up the bodice, black stockings, and black shoes, she pondered that. Maybe Cleo would teach her to swear in German if she asked.


      [image: image-placeholder]Mopping the floor, Jen checked the clock. Its hands still ticked around their confined little circle, so if it was accurate, she was six hours into a ten-hour shift. Wringing out the mop, she moved onto the next section.

The wounded soldiers, arriving last week, filled the ward. As they healed, they were slowly being sorted. Some would stay longer, resting and going through physical therapy. Others, missing limbs or too badly injured, would be sent home. The last lot, the smallest group, would be sent north, to Chelmsford and areas around it, for strength training to prepare them to head back to the Front.

Nurses, distinctive from trainees in their white uniforms, moved through the injured, taking temperatures, administering medication, and doing whatever else was needed by the patients. At least she didn’t have to wipe any butts.

Pushing the wheeled mop bucket along with her foot, Jen was careful not to jostle any beds while keeping an eye on their hands. Some liked to touch. Swinging her hips out of the way, she slid the mop between her and the newest set of grasping hands.

Ah, Bed Twenty-Nine. He’d been awake and bitchy since he arrived. Always trying to touch any of the girls. The rest had taken to avoiding him, but if Jen left any floor untouched, Matron magically knew about it, damn her. When the nurses complained that he was handsy, Matron merely snapped about how they shouldn’t entice the men.

“Hey, beautiful,” Bed Twenty-Nine purred, his light blue eyes glued to her hips. “Come on over here. Talk with me.”

Jen snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure talking is all you’re interested in,” she muttered, dunking the mop back in the bucket.

“Oh, come on,” he complained. “I’m injured. I just want to have a little fun.”

A graze on her butt made her spin, jaw clenched.

“Hey!” the soldier in Bed Twenty-Seven called. “Come back.”

“Yeah,” Twenty-Nine chimed in, reaching for her again. “I got injured protecting that beautiful ass. Can’t I just…” He cupped his hand.

“No,” Jen mumbled, swiping the mop back and forth rapidly. As quickly as she moved, they still managed to grab her dress. Digging in her heels, she leaned back.

“Oi!” Across the aisle, another man propped himself up. “Leave her alone. Can’t you see she’s just a kid?”

“Not with that ass, she’s not.” Bed Twenty-Nine grinned, twisting the fabric of her dress around his fist. Panic ripped through her when her heels slipped on the damp floor. “Fuck off, Shepard. Go take a nap or something. I think I earned this.”

“Please let me go,” Jen whispered through stiff lips. Casting one desperate glance over her shoulder, she nearly cried. No one was around to help except a man who couldn’t walk.

“Oi, arsehole!” Shepard shouted. More men joined the cacophony, some taking sides, others just wanting everyone to shut up.

“Enough!”

The bellow ripped through the air, silencing everyone. Major General Randall strode down the aisle, hands clasped behind his back, face red with fury. Bed Twenty-Nine let go so quickly Jen tumbled back, falling on her butt, knocking the mop bucket over.

Water seeped through her clothes as she sat there, staring up at General Randall, wide-eyed. He was here! He was really here! He promised he’d come, and he actually had. She stared at the hand he held out for several seconds, unsure what he meant to do. Meeting his gaze, the general nodded. Tentatively, she put her hand in his. After tugging her to her feet, he surveyed the men in beds.

“So.” Scorn dripped from his words. “This is how wounded soldiers treat the people caring for them, is it? Assaulting a trainee who’s about her duties, is it? You’re lucky there’s a war on,” he snarled, glaring at the soldier in Twenty-Nine. “Otherwise, I’d have you in the stockade in a heartbeat.”

Matron entered the far end of the ward, a phalanx of nurses trailing behind her. Spotting Jen, she made her way over, her eyes spitting blue murder.

“Banprionse,” she barked. “I should have known I couldn’t trust you around the men. They’re wounded soldiers who need peace and quiet to recover, you stupid girl. I’ll have you on bread and water for three weeks for this.”

“Madam,” Randall growled. “Unless you are here to contribute to the conversation, I suggest you hold your tongue.”

“I am the Matron of this ward.” Thornbury put her fists on her hips. “You have no authority here, General.”

“Indeed?” Randall raised one bushy eyebrow. “This,” he held up a piece of paper with pretty gold bits on it and a seal on the bottom, “says otherwise. I’m here at the behest of His Majesty, King Edmund XIII, to bring Jennifer Banprionse to see him.”

Matron’s eyes bugged out, her mouth opening and closing for several long seconds. Behind her, the nurses whispered to each other behind their hands. Rounding on them, Matron glared. Straightening their shoulders, even Matron’s glare couldn’t stop their eyes from moving.

“What did the stupid girl do to come to the attention of His Majesty?” Thornbury snapped. “If there’s anything needed to do with her discipline, I’ll take care of it as her supervisor.”

Instead of answering, Randall thrust the paper into her hands, pacing around the ward, glaring at the soldiers. Picking up Bed Twenty-Nine’s chart, he nodded, then took a small pad from his pocket, making notes.

Matron made a strangled noise, looking up from the paper. “Banprionse! You were actually telling the truth?” She glared, as if Jen telling the truth led to this very moment.

More whispers from the nurses. The soldiers lay still, probably afraid of drawing Randall’s wrath, but curiosity sparked around the room.

“Yes,” Randall said, his lip curled. “She was at Bristol Airport when it was bombed. I sent a message last week informing you I would arrive today. Was it misplaced?”

“No message came here, sir,” Matron quickly said. “Isn’t that right, girls?”

“I gave you a message last week, Matron.” Malaya piped up. “You threw it away after you read it. Maybe it was that one?”

Jen bit her lip to hide her smile. Everything moved too rapidly, but that, at least, she could follow. Malaya finally got to stick it to Matron.

Randall growled softly. Turning to Jen, he gentled his tone. “Trainee. Are you still prepared to join the Field Program?”

Her head shot up, and she examined his face. All she saw was sincerity, with a hint of…concern? Her shoulders relaxed. “Yes, sir. Um, sir?” she said when he began to turn away. “There might be some women here interested in the program, too.”

“I sent out messages to every hospital. Are you telling me…?”

“I haven’t seen anything, sir, or heard anything.”

His bushy brows drew together, his expression dark. “Very well. Listen up,” he called, turning to face the nurses. “With the cooperation of the Federated Nations, we are beginning a pilot program, teaching nurses to work in the field and go on patrols here in England. Women who succeed will provide medical aid as needed, including but not limited to, the outlying villages. If you would join me, speak to my aide, Morty.”

A slender man wove between nurses and beds, reaching General Randall’s side, a large notebook in his hands. “Jennifer Banprionse, correct?” he asked her, giving her a quick, friendly wink.

“Um…yes.”

He wrote quickly in his notebook. “Good. Who else?” He looked over the nurses, pen poised over the paper.

The nurses avoided each other’s gazes, shifting their feet. “Merde!” came from within the group before Malaya pushed her way forward. “I will go.” She folded her arms over her ample chest.

“Me, too.” Lucia stepped forward.

“You will not leave me behind,” Cleo said, joining them.

After a long pause, no one else came forward. However, a smile tugged at Randall’s mouth. “Very good. Gather your things, ladies. I need to take Trainee Banprionse to the King’s Residence, but Morty will escort you to Chelmsford. Welcome to the Field Program.”

“You can’t do this!” Matron blocked the exit, her arms spread wide. “You can’t take my nurses like this!”

“This piece of paper,” Randall drew another one from inside his jacket, holding it high, “says I can. If you don’t like it, feel free to speak to His Majesty about it. Jennifer, go pack your things. It seems this place needs my attention a bit longer.”

Jen didn’t try hiding her grin, practically bouncing on her toes. Then a thought occurred, and her face fell. “Do I need to bring this uniform, too?”

He frowned, examining her head to toe. “Absolutely not. We have our own uniforms, not this…this...” He made a face. “Though you will need your medic’s jacket.”

“Yes, sir!”

Malaya led the way to their dorm, her hand coming up in a very French motion, waving Matron out of the way. When Jen passed Matron, the old woman leaned in. “Don’t think I’ll forget this, girl,” she hissed.

Jen’s lip curled. Matron wouldn’t forget? Neither would she. She glared at Matron. Bitch, she thought. Maybe she was developing some telepathic abilities, because Matron paled slightly, leaning back just the tiniest bit.

Then Cleo grabbed her hand, dragging her after them, forcing her to skip a couple steps to catch up.
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