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First Cut

The locker room smelled like industrial soap and someone else's anxiety.

Nora Bennett stood in front of the narrow metal locker she'd been assigned—number 247, bottom row, because fourth-year students got whatever was left—and pulled her scrub top over her head. The fabric was stiff and too big in the shoulders, the color a washed-out surgical blue that made everyone look like they were recovering from something. She tucked it into the drawstring pants, yanked the cord tight, and caught her reflection in the smudged mirror bolted to the inside of the locker door.

Dark circles. Hair already escaping the bun she'd pinned at 4:45 AM. A face that looked like it had been awake for a year, which wasn't far off.

You wanted this, she reminded herself. You fought for this. So stop looking like you're about to be executed.

She shoved her street clothes into the locker, clipped her badge to the V of her scrub top, and checked the time on her phone. 5:17 AM. Rounds started at six. She had forty-three minutes to find the surgical floor, locate the team, and figure out how to not humiliate herself on the first day of the rotation she'd been dreading since second year.

Surgery. Eight weeks of it. The one discipline where the stakes weren't theoretical, where mistakes didn't show up months later on lab results but right now, right here, with a human being open on the table and everyone watching. The one discipline that terrified her so completely she'd chosen it over every safer option because Nora Bennett did not let fear make her decisions.

She was starting to wonder if that was a philosophy or a personality disorder.

The surgical wing was on the fourth floor, and Nora took the stairs because the elevator would be packed with overnight staff going home and she didn't want to make small talk with people who could already smell the newness on her. She pushed through the stairwell door into a hallway that was brighter and colder than the rest of the hospital—everything up here was chrome and glass and the particular hum of machines keeping people alive.

She found the team board outside the nurses' station. Her name was listed under VOSS, E. — Trauma Surgery. Four students total. She recognized one name—Derek Park, who'd been in her anatomy lab and once cried during a cadaver dissection, though to be fair, so had she—and two she didn't.

The nurses' station was a half-moon of monitors and charts, and three nurses were already moving through the morning handoff with the efficiency of people who'd been doing this since before Nora was born. She hovered at the edge, trying to look purposeful, and scanned the floor for anyone who might be Dr. Voss.

She didn't have to scan long.

The woman standing at the far end of the station, backlit by the glow of an imaging monitor, was not someone you overlooked. She was tall—five-nine, maybe five-ten—with the kind of posture that suggested either military training or a lifetime of refusing to slouch. Dark blonde hair pulled back tight, not a strand loose. Sharp jaw. Grey-blue eyes fixed on whatever scan she was reviewing, and she was reviewing it with the focus of someone defusing a bomb.

She wore her white coat like other people wore armor. It fit her perfectly, which Nora suspected was not an accident.

Dr. Eliana Voss did not look up when the students filed in.

There were four of them now, clustered in an awkward semicircle near the board. Derek gave Nora a tight, nervous smile. The other two—a tall guy with glasses she'd learn was Amir, and a redhead named Sloane who already looked like she belonged here—introduced themselves in whispers. Nobody wanted to be the loud one. Nobody wanted to be noticed first.

At 5:58 AM, Dr. Voss turned away from the monitor. She picked up a tablet, scanned something on it, and walked toward them with the unhurried precision of someone who had never rushed for anyone in her life.

She stopped three feet away. Looked at them.

It took less than five seconds. Her gaze moved from Derek to Amir to Sloane to Nora, and Nora felt each beat like a finger tapping on glass. When those grey-blue eyes landed on her—last, always last, because she was the shortest and standing slightly behind Sloane—they held.

One second. Maybe two.

Long enough for Nora to forget she had lungs.

Then Dr. Voss said, "Good morning," and the spell broke.

Her voice was lower than Nora had expected. Not deep, exactly, but controlled. Every syllable intentional, like she'd weighed each word before releasing it and decided it was worth exactly that much airtime and no more.

"I'm Dr. Voss. I run the trauma service. For the next eight weeks, you're on my team, which means you show up early, you stay late, you answer when I ask you a question, and you tell me immediately if you don't know something. I'd rather hear 'I don't know' than watch you guess your way through a patient's abdomen."

She didn't smile. She didn't need to. The authority in her voice wasn't performed—it was architectural. Load-bearing. The kind of certainty that held up buildings.

"Rounds in two minutes. Keep up."

She turned and walked toward the patient rooms, and the four of them scrambled after her like ducklings chasing something that could eat them.

•  •  •
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Rounds were a masterclass in controlled brutality.

Dr. Voss moved from bed to bed with her tablet and a senior resident named Chen—mid-thirties, dark hair, the haunted eyes of a man who hadn't slept properly since the Obama administration—and she questioned the students at every stop. Not gently. Not meanly. Precisely.

"Park. This patient presented with blunt abdominal trauma. What's your differential?"

Derek answered. He was mostly right. Dr. Voss didn't acknowledge the mostly-right parts. She zeroed in on what he'd missed and explained it in two sentences that made Nora feel like she'd just watched someone solve an equation by glancing at it.

"Amir. Post-op day two, laparoscopic cholecystectomy. What are your concerns?"

Amir rattled off complications. Bile leak, port-site infection, retained stone. Dr. Voss nodded once—Nora would learn that a single nod from this woman was the equivalent of a standing ovation from anyone else—and moved on.

Sloane got a question about fluid resuscitation and answered it with the breezy confidence of someone whose parents were both surgeons. Dr. Voss's expression didn't change, but Nora thought she saw a micro-tightening around her mouth, like she'd cataloged the confidence and reserved judgment on whether it was earned.

Then they were standing at the fifth bed, and Dr. Voss looked at Nora.

"Bennett."

One word. Her last name in that low, unhurried voice. It shouldn't have sounded like anything. It landed in Nora's chest like a stone dropped into still water, sending ripples in every direction.

"This patient had an emergent splenectomy following a motorcycle accident. Walk me through the blood supply to the spleen."

Nora knew this. She'd known this since second year. She'd drawn the vascular anatomy on flashcards and taped them above her desk and stared at them while eating ramen at midnight. She knew this.

"The spleen receives its blood supply from the splenic artery," she began, and her voice was steady, thank God, "which branches from the celiac trunk. It courses along the superior border of the pancreas—"

Steady. Keep going.

"—and divides into superior and inferior terminal branches before entering the splenic hilum. There are also short gastric arteries that connect the splenic vasculature to the greater curvature of the stomach, which is—which is clinically relevant during mobilization because they need to be ligated individually to avoid—"

She stumbled. Not on the knowledge—on the delivery. She'd been looking at the patient's chart and then made the mistake of looking up, directly into Dr. Voss's eyes, and something about being studied by that particular shade of grey-blue at six-fifteen in the morning made her lose the thread of her sentence like it had been cut with a scalpel.

"—to avoid hemorrhage," she finished. "From the short gastrics. During mobilization."

Silence. A terrible, gaping silence in which Nora was certain that everyone in the room, including the unconscious patient, could hear her heart trying to escape through her sternum.

Dr. Voss held her gaze for one more beat. Then she looked down at her tablet.

"Next."

That was it. No "good." No "incorrect." No indication of whether Nora had passed or failed. Just next, delivered in the same even tone, and they were moving to bed six, and Nora was standing there with her pulse hammering and her face hot, trying to figure out whether she'd just been dismissed or simply processed.

Dr. Chen fell into step beside her as they moved down the hall. "Don't take it personally," he said, low enough that only she could hear. "Voss doesn't sugarcoat. If you were wrong, she'd have told you. 'Next' means you were fine."

Fine. Nora had studied for six years to be fine.

She swallowed the sour taste in her mouth and kept walking.

•  •  •
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The OR observation gallery was a small, glassed-in room above Operating Room 3, with two rows of hard plastic chairs and a speaker system that piped in the sounds from below—the beep of the monitors, the hiss of suction, and the voices of the surgical team, low and focused.

Nora sat in the front row with her notebook open and a pen she couldn't make herself use because she couldn't stop watching.

Dr. Voss was operating.

The case was a liver laceration—a twenty-eight-year-old who'd been in a car accident, grade III, and the ER had stabilized him enough to get him upstairs but the bleeding hadn't stopped and it wasn't going to stop on its own. It was the kind of case that separated surgeons from everyone else in medicine: no time to think, no room for hesitation, just the blade and the bleed and the body on the table.

Eliana Voss moved like the OR had been designed around her.

Every motion was deliberate. Economical. She didn't reach for instruments—they appeared in her hand because the scrub nurse knew her rhythm so well it was practically choreography. She spoke in short, precise commands. "Suction here." "Lap pad." "More light." Her voice through the gallery speaker was low and calm, and it carried the particular gravity of someone who was not performing composure but simply had it, the way other people had brown eyes or a talent for math.

Nora watched her hands.

She was supposed to be studying technique. She was supposed to be noting the approach to the liver, the method of hemostasis, the way Dr. Voss packed the wound and then methodically addressed each vessel. She was supposed to be learning.

Instead, she watched the way those long, precise fingers moved inside the body cavity with an assurance that bordered on intimate. The way Dr. Voss's wrist rotated—smooth, controlled, the tendons shifting under her glove. The way she paused, just for a moment, her hand hovering above the field while she reassessed, and then moved again with absolute certainty.

It was like watching a musician. No—it was like watching a sculptor, someone removing everything that didn't belong until only the essential shape remained. There was an elegance to it that had nothing to do with gentleness. It was the elegance of total mastery.

Stop, Nora told herself. Stop watching her hands. Watch the procedure. You're here to learn, not to—

To what? She didn't have a word for what she was doing. It wasn't admiration, exactly, or not only admiration. It was something lower and more urgent, a tightness in her chest that kept migrating south every time Dr. Voss murmured "good" to the resident assisting her, and that was a problem, that was a real problem, because Nora was not someone who got distracted by voices and hands and the controlled authority of a woman who could reach inside a human being and put them back together.

Except, apparently, she was.

The surgery lasted three hours. Nora didn't move from her seat. She didn't take a single note. When it was over—hemostasis achieved, patient stable, the laceration repaired with the meticulous precision of someone who took every wound personally—Dr. Voss stepped back from the table, stripped her gloves, and looked up at the gallery.

Nora was the only one still there. Derek and Amir had left after the first hour. Sloane had lasted ninety minutes.

Their eyes met through the glass. Dr. Voss's expression didn't change. She held Nora's gaze for two seconds—Nora counted, because she'd apparently become the kind of person who counted the seconds of eye contact with her attending—and then turned away to debrief with her team.

Two seconds. Nothing.

Nora's hands were shaking.

•  •  •
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It was midnight when she finally made it to the parking garage.

The day had continued after the OR—more rounds, notes to write, a lecture on trauma assessment that she barely heard because she kept replaying the surgery in her mind. Not the surgery. The surgeon. The way she moved, the way she spoke, the way the OR rearranged itself around her like she was the center of gravity and everything else was just matter responding to the pull.

Nora sat in her car—a twelve-year-old Honda Civic with a cracked dashboard and a passenger seat buried under textbooks—and didn't start the engine. She pressed her forehead to the steering wheel and closed her eyes.

Bennett.

The way Dr. Voss had said it. That voice. Low and measured and stripped of everything unnecessary, the same way she operated—nothing wasted, every sound deliberate. She'd said it the way you'd say a word in a language you'd spoken forever. Casual. Precise.

Nora had replayed it eleven times during the afternoon lecture. She'd counted.

She thought about the hand. About those fingers repositioning Derek's grip on a retractor during the post-op demo, the same way she imagined they'd—

No.

She sat up, turned the key, and pulled out of the garage with the radio loud enough to drown out the thought she was not going to finish. She drove home to her apartment—a studio above a dry cleaner's, small and ugly and hers, paid for by a scholarship that expected her to be excellent—and changed out of her scrubs and ate leftover rice standing at the counter.

She brushed her teeth. She set two alarms. She got into bed.

And she lay there in the dark, staring at the ceiling, thinking about the way Eliana Voss's hands had moved inside a living body with more tenderness and certainty than anyone had ever touched Nora in her life.

You're in trouble, she thought.

She pulled the blanket over her head, pressed her face into the pillow, and pretended that the heat crawling up her neck was just the normal, manageable kind of embarrassment—the kind you shake off in the morning, laugh about later, file under temporary insanity and never think about again.

She knew it wasn't.

She already knew.
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Sterile Field

Two weeks in, and Nora had learned the rhythm.

Up at 4:30. Scrubs by 5:00. Pre-round chart review by 5:30. Rounds at 6:00 with Dr. Voss and Dr. Chen, moving bed to bed through the trauma service while the rest of the hospital was still waking up. Then the OR, or the clinic, or the endless mountain of documentation that no one told you about in the brochures—progress notes, discharge summaries, pre-op checklists, all of it in a system that crashed every third time you logged in and auto-saved nothing.

She was good at the rhythm. She'd always been good at the work. You could point Nora Bennett at a mountain of tasks and she would climb it without complaining, without sleeping, without doing anything as self-indulgent as asking for help. It was the thing she liked best about herself. It was also, according to her last therapist, the thing most likely to kill her.

The work was fine. The work was manageable.

The problem was still Dr. Voss.

Two weeks hadn't made it better. If anything, proximity had made it worse, because now Nora knew things. Small, useless, devastating things. She knew that Dr. Voss drank her coffee black and held the cup with both hands when she thought no one was looking, curling her long fingers around it like she was warming them. She knew that Dr. Voss re-read every scan at least twice before discussing it, her lips moving faintly as she worked through the anatomy, and that she had a single vertical line between her eyebrows that deepened when something concerned her. She knew that Dr. Voss wore the same perfume—or maybe it was just her soap, something clean and warm with a trace of cedar underneath—and that Nora could identify it from six feet away, which was information she had absolutely no professional use for and could not stop collecting.

She knew that when Dr. Voss was about to ask a difficult question during rounds, she tilted her head approximately two degrees to the left, and that the tilt gave you roughly a one-second warning to get your answer ready.

She knew all of this because she couldn't stop watching, and she couldn't stop watching because something in her brain had broken during that first OR observation and refused to be repaired.

It was Wednesday. The board said she was scrubbing in.

•  •  •
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The scrub room was a narrow space between the hallway and Operating Room 3, all stainless steel sinks and wall-mounted soap dispensers and a clock that ticked too loud. Nora stood at the sink next to Sloane, both of them working the brush under their nails in the methodical pattern they'd practiced on plastic models before anyone let them near a patient.

"Fingers, hands, wrists, forearms," Sloane murmured beside her, almost singing it. "Fingers, hands, wrists, forearms. Two minutes each side. Who designed this ritual, do you think? A germaphobe or a sadist?"

"Both," Nora said. "Probably the same person."

The door from the hallway opened and Dr. Voss walked in.

She stepped up to the sink on Nora's other side—one sink away, then changed her mind and took the one directly next to her, so close their elbows nearly touched. She began scrubbing without acknowledging either of them. Her sleeves were already rolled above her elbows, and her forearms were—

Nora looked at the wall. Stared at it. Studied the brushed-metal soap dispenser like it contained the secret to cold fusion.

Dr. Voss's forearms were lean and lightly muscled, with the defined tendons of someone who worked with her hands for a living. There was a small scar on the inside of her left wrist—old, pale, probably from a kitchen burn or a childhood accident—and her hands moved through the scrub routine with the automatic precision of someone who had done this ten thousand times.

Stop looking at her arms. What is wrong with you? She's scrubbing in for surgery, not posing for a magazine.

"Bennett."

Nora almost dropped the brush into the sink. "Yes?"

"You'll be retracting today. Dr. Chen will position you. Keep your hands steady and don't drift. If I need you to adjust, I'll tell you."

"Yes, Dr. Voss."

"And eat something before you scrub in next time. I can hear your stomach from here."

Nora's face went hot. She hadn't eaten since a granola bar at five because her stomach had been too knotted with nerves, and the idea that Dr. Voss could hear the evidence of that—that she was paying enough attention to Nora's body to register something as mundane as hunger—made her feel simultaneously mortified and something else she was not going to name at a scrub sink.

"I will. Sorry."

Dr. Voss didn't respond. She finished scrubbing, backed through the OR door with her hands raised, and disappeared into the bright white light of the operating room.

Sloane glanced at Nora. "You okay? You look like you're about to pass out."

"Fine," Nora said. "Totally fine."

•  •  •
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The patient was a forty-three-year-old construction worker with a ruptured appendix that had abscessed. Straightforward enough for a teaching case, complicated enough that it mattered. Dr. Chen stood across the table from Dr. Voss, and Nora was positioned at the patient's right side, holding a retractor that kept the wound edges apart so the surgeons could see the field.

Her job was simple: hold steady, don't move, don't get in the way.

For the first twenty minutes, she was flawless. Her grip was firm, her angle was correct, and she was breathing normally, which felt like an achievement given that she was standing close enough to Dr. Voss to count the stitches on her surgical gown. The drapes and the sterile field created a small, enclosed world—blue cloth, bright light, the glistening interior of a human body, and the controlled movements of two pairs of gloved hands doing work that mattered.

Dr. Voss worked with the same elegant economy Nora had watched from the gallery, but being this close changed everything. From above, the surgery had looked like a performance. Down here, it was physical. She could hear Dr. Voss breathing—slow, even, deliberate. She could see the micro-adjustments of her fingers, the way her wrists rotated in small, precise arcs. She could feel the warmth radiating from Dr. Voss's body through the layers of sterile fabric, and every time Dr. Voss shifted her weight, the movement transferred through the shared space between them like a current.

"Suction," Dr. Voss said, and the scrub nurse—Jamie, whose eyes above the mask were dark and watchful—cleared the field. Dr. Voss leaned in to examine something, and her shoulder brushed Nora's arm.

Nora's retractor slipped. Not much. Half an inch, maybe. But in the sterile field, half an inch was a continent.

"Bennett." Dr. Voss didn't look up from the field. Her voice was low, neutral, the same tone she used for everything. "Your retraction."

"Sorry—"

And then Dr. Voss reached over and corrected her.

She didn't look up. Didn't pause what she was doing with her other hand. She simply reached across the field and closed two fingers around Nora's wrist—her right hand on Nora's right wrist, glove on glove, a light, precise grip—and guided her hand back into the correct position. She adjusted the angle by a few degrees, pressed once to indicate here, hold it here, and released.

Three seconds. Maybe four.

Professional. Routine. Surgeons corrected students' positioning a hundred times a day. It was the physical equivalent of editing a sentence—mechanical, impersonal, done without thought.

Except that Nora felt every millisecond of it like a brand.

The pressure of those two fingers through the latex. The sureness of the grip—not rough, not gentle, just certain. The way Dr. Voss's hand had closed around her wrist the way it closed around a surgical instrument, with total command, as if Nora's body was just another thing in the field that needed to be put in its proper place.

Her pulse was hammering so hard she was certain the monitors would pick it up. She locked her elbow, held the retractor steady, and did not move, did not breathe, did not do anything for the next ten minutes except stand there and try to metabolize what had just happened, which was nothing, which was a routine correction, which was the most physical contact she'd had with another human being in eight months and it hadn't even been contact, it had been a correction, and she was losing her mind.

You're in an operating room. There is a human being open on this table. Get it together.

She got it together. She held the retractor steady for the remaining forty-five minutes of the surgery without another slip. She watched the abscess get drained, the appendix removed, the cavity irrigated. She handed off instruments when asked and suctioned when directed and performed every task with the mechanical competence of someone whose higher brain functions had been temporarily rerouted to a two-inch patch of skin on her right wrist that was still buzzing like she'd touched a live wire.

When Dr. Voss finally said, "Good. Close, Chen," and stepped back from the table, Nora felt the absence of her proximity like a change in air pressure.

•  •  •
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Post-op debrief happened in the small conference room adjacent to the surgical suite—four students, Dr. Chen, and Dr. Voss, who stood at the head of the table with her scrub cap still on and her mask pulled down around her neck.

Without the mask, her face was sharper. High cheekbones, a mouth that looked like it had been designed to deliver controlled demolitions. A jaw that could cut glass. She'd pushed a few strands of dark blonde hair off her forehead, and they fell in a way that suggested she didn't care how they fell, which of course made it worse.

"Thoughts," Dr. Voss said. Not a question. A command.

Derek talked about the surgical approach. Amir asked about antibiotic selection. Sloane made an observation about the drainage technique that was actually insightful and earned a nod—that devastating single nod that meant acceptable.

Then Dr. Voss turned to Nora.

"Bennett. You anticipated the bleeding from the mesoappendix before I called for suction. You repositioned the suction tip to the correct quadrant without being directed. Good instinct."

The words landed in Nora's chest like a fist. Good instinct. Two words. Delivered in that low, even voice, the same tone she used for everything, as if this particular combination of sounds wasn't rearranging the architecture of Nora's internal organs.

She managed, "Thank you, Dr. Voss."

"But." Dr. Voss's eyes held hers, and Nora felt pinned in place like a slide under a microscope. "Your retraction slipped when you reached for the suction. You tried to multitask in the field, and your primary job suffered. If I need you holding a retractor, hold the retractor. If I need suction, I'll call for it. Don't try to do my job and yours at the same time."

"Yes, Dr. Voss."

"You anticipated correctly. That matters. But a retractor that slips during a critical moment kills someone. Anchor your elbow against the table edge. It gives you a stable fulcrum and keeps your hand steady even when your attention is split." She paused. "Try it next time."

"I will."

Dr. Voss's gaze lingered on her for one more beat—that beat, always that beat, the extra half-second that probably meant nothing and felt like everything—and then she turned to address the group about the post-op care plan, and Nora sat there with good instinct burning inside her chest like something she'd swallowed that was too hot but too good to spit out.

The debrief lasted fifteen minutes. Nora retained approximately none of the clinical information. She retained, with photographic clarity, the exact cadence of Dr. Voss's voice saying good instinct, the way the first syllable had dropped half a register, the micro-pause between the two words that turned a casual assessment into something that felt almost—

Almost nothing. It was professional feedback. Two words. She needed to stop doing this.

She gathered her notes, stood, and walked toward the door. As she passed Dr. Voss, she caught it again—that scent, clean and warm and faintly cedar—and her step faltered, just barely, a tiny hitch in her stride that she corrected immediately.

She didn't look back to see if Dr. Voss had noticed.

She didn't need to. She could feel those grey-blue eyes on her all the way down the hall.

•  •  •
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"You've been talking about her forearms for four minutes."

"I have not."

"Nora. I started a timer when you said the word 'tendons.' It has been four minutes and"—a pause—"twelve seconds."

Nora was lying on her bed with her phone on speaker, staring at the water stain on her ceiling that was shaped like either Florida or a middle finger, depending on her mood. Tonight it was definitely a middle finger.

"I was describing the scrub technique. It's a relevant clinical observation."

"You said, and I quote, 'her forearms have these tendons that move when she flexes and I could see them through the soap.' That is not a clinical observation. That is thirst."

"Priya."

"That is a river of thirst. The Ganges of thirst. You could irrigate crops with the amount of thirst in that sentence."

Priya Mahajan had been Nora's closest friend since the first week of medical school, when they'd been assigned to the same gross anatomy table and Priya had introduced herself by saying, "If I faint, don't call anyone. Just fan me with a textbook and tell everyone I'm meditating." She was doing her internal medicine rotation at the same hospital, two floors down, in a world of ECGs and electrolyte panels that felt approximately seven thousand miles from the surgical wing.

Priya was also the only person on the planet who could make Nora laugh when she was this wound up, and she was doing it now despite Nora's best efforts to maintain the lie that she was having a normal, professional, not-at-all-unhinged experience on her surgical rotation.

"She touched my wrist," Nora said, and immediately regretted it.

Silence.

"She—"

"In the OR. To correct my retraction. She just—reached over and repositioned my hand. Two fingers on my wrist. It lasted three seconds."

More silence. Then: "And you're telling me this because...?"

"Because it's been nine hours and I can still feel it."

Priya exhaled slowly, the way she did when she was choosing between supportive-friend mode and honest-friend mode. "Okay. Let's just—I need to establish some baseline facts here. This woman. Dr. Voss. Is she hot?"

"She's my attending."

"That is not a no."

Nora closed her eyes. She saw, immediately and without permission, the image of Dr. Voss standing at the scrub sink that morning, forearms bare, water running over her hands, that faint line between her eyebrows as she focused on the routine.

"She's—" Nora stalled. How did you describe someone like that? Someone who was so precisely, devastatingly assembled that looking at her felt like reading a language you didn't know you spoke? "She's very competent."

"Competent," Priya repeated flatly.

"Extremely competent. At surgery. She's—when she operates, it's like watching someone play an instrument. Everything is—" She was doing it again. She could hear herself doing it. "Controlled. Precise. She doesn't waste any movement. And she has this voice, this—"

"Nora."

"—low, calm voice that she uses for everything, and when she says your name it sounds—"

"Nora."

She stopped.

"Babe," Priya said, with the tender severity of someone about to deliver a diagnosis. "You have a crush. A capital-C, schoolgirl, write-her-name-in-your-notebook crush on your surgical attending."

"I do not."

"You just described a woman's hands to me like you were narrating a nature documentary. You told me she smells like cedar. Cedar, Nora. You know what her soap smells like."

"I have a highly developed olfactory sense."

"You have a highly developed fixation on your supervisor and you need to deal with it before you retract something wrong and she has to touch you again and you actually short-circuit on the operating table."

Nora pressed the heels of her hands into her eye sockets. The water stain stared down at her. Definitely a middle finger.

"It's not—it's not just physical," she said, and she hated how small her voice sounded. "She's brilliant, Priya. Not just smart. Brilliant. She sees everything. She notices when I haven't eaten. She gave me feedback today that was—it was two sentences and I learned more from it than I have from any lecture this year. She's tough but she's not mean, and I think—I think she might actually care whether I get better at this. And when she said 'good instinct' today in the debrief, I—"

She stopped. Swallowed.

"I felt it in my whole body. Like she'd put her hand on me again. Like the words were her hands."

Priya was quiet for a long time. When she spoke, the teasing was gone. "Oh, honey."

"I know."

"This is so much worse than I thought."

"I know."

"Okay. Okay." Nora could hear Priya sitting up, rearranging herself into problem-solving mode. "Here's what we're going to do. You're going to go to sleep. You're going to wake up tomorrow and go to the hospital and do your job and be the brilliant, competent, terrifyingly hardworking person you've always been. And you are going to treat this crush like the transient neurological event it is. You are not going to act on it. You are not going to feed it. You are going to let it pass through your system like a bad med interaction and come out the other side with your career intact. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Good. Now. One more question."

"What?"

"The forearms. On a scale of one to ten."

Nora bit her lip. She thought about Dr. Voss at the scrub sink, water running over her wrists, tendons shifting under her skin.

"Eleven," she said.

Priya groaned. "You're so fucked."

"Good night, Priya."

"Good night, you disaster. Drink some water. Eat something. And for the love of God, stop smelling your attending."

Nora hung up, plugged in her phone, and rolled over. She pulled the blanket up to her chin and closed her eyes.

Behind her eyelids: two fingers on her wrist. A low voice saying good instinct. The precise, devastating architecture of Eliana Voss's hands.

She pressed her face into the pillow and exhaled.

Transient neurological event, she told herself. It'll pass.

The wrist was still buzzing when she fell asleep.
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CHAPTER 3
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Good

The patient was nineteen years old.

Nora read the chart in the pre-op huddle and felt the numbers settle in her chest like stones. Nineteen. A college sophomore who'd been riding his bike to class when a delivery truck ran a red light and sent him forty feet across the intersection. He'd arrived in the trauma bay with a shattered pelvis, a lacerated liver, and the kind of blood pressure readings that made the ER attending's voice go flat and careful.

Dr. Voss stood at the head of the huddle with her arms crossed, reviewing the imaging on the wall-mounted screen. The CT slices painted a brutal picture—free fluid everywhere, at least two active bleeding sites, the liver lac worse than the initial read.

"Grade four," she said. "Pelvic fracture is unstable. We stabilize the pelvis, pack it, and address the liver. Chen, you're first-assisting. Bennett, you're second. Park, you're observing." She looked at the team. "This is a sick kid. We move fast and we do it right. Questions?"

No one had questions. You didn't ask questions when Dr. Voss's jaw was set like that.

They moved.

•  •  •
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The OR was different during a real trauma.

Nora had assisted on scheduled surgeries—the appendectomy, two hernia repairs, a gallbladder—and those had the paced, controlled rhythm of a planned event. Music in the background. Dr. Voss's calm directions. The sense that everything was proceeding according to a map someone had already drawn.

This was not that.

The anesthesia team was running blood products before the draping was finished. Two scrub nurses were working instead of one, Jamie Torres anchoring the instrument table with the focused intensity of an air traffic controller. The room hummed with the particular frequency of controlled urgency—not panic, never panic, but the awareness that the margin between saving this kid and losing him was measured in minutes and milliliters.

Nora was positioned at the patient's left, holding retraction on the abdominal wall while Dr. Chen worked opposite her and Dr. Voss occupied the center of the field. She'd anchored her elbow the way Dr. Voss had told her to, and her hand was steady, and she was performing her job correctly, and none of that mattered because twenty minutes into the case, the bleeding got worse.

"He's dropping," anesthesia called from behind the drape. "Pressure's eighty over fifty. We're running the second unit."

Dr. Voss didn't react. That was the thing—she didn't react. The room shifted into a higher gear around her and she stayed exactly where she was, hands in the field, eyes on the liver, voice the same low, calibrated instrument it always was.

"I see it. There's a branch off the left hepatic. Chen, pack superiorly. Bennett, adjust your retraction—pull more lateral. I need to see the hilum."

Nora adjusted. Her arm was burning from holding the retractor at the same angle for twenty minutes, but her hand didn't shake.

"More. Another centimeter."

She pulled. The tissue moved. Dr. Voss leaned in, and for a moment, the room was silent except for the beeping monitors and the soft sound of suction clearing the field.

"There." Dr. Voss's voice dropped half a register. Not relief—recognition. She'd found the bleeder. "Clamp."

Jamie had it in her hand before the word finished. Dr. Voss placed the clamp with a movement so precise it looked rehearsed, and the bleeding slowed to a seep, then stopped.

"Pressure's coming up," anesthesia said. "Ninety over sixty. Better."

Dr. Voss didn't acknowledge it. She was already moving to the next problem, repositioning her hands, adjusting her approach, directing Chen to irrigate while she inspected the liver bed for any remaining damage. She worked with the same terrifying calm she always had, but there was something underneath it now—a focused intensity that Nora recognized from watching concert pianists and fighter pilots and anyone else who operated at the exact boundary of human capability and made it look like breathing.

Nora held retraction. She suctioned when asked. She anticipated a moment when the field flooded again and repositioned the suction tip before anyone called for it, clearing the area so Dr. Voss could see.

Dr. Voss's eyes flicked to her. One beat. Then back to the field.

The surgery lasted three and a half hours. The pelvis was stabilized with an external fixator. The liver was repaired. The kid's pressure climbed to a hundred and ten and stayed there, and when Dr. Voss finally stepped back from the table and said, "Good. He's going to the ICU. Nice work, everyone," the room exhaled as a single organism.

Nora's arms were shaking. Her scrubs were damp with sweat. She felt like she'd run a marathon inside a closet, and somewhere under the exhaustion and the adrenaline, she felt something else—a fierce, electric pride that she had stood in this room and done her job while a nineteen-year-old's life hung in the balance, and she hadn't flinched.

She watched Dr. Voss strip her gloves and gown and push through the OR door without looking back, already moving toward the next thing, and she thought: That. I want to do that. I want to be that.

And then, underneath, quieter but just as clear: I want her.

•  •  •
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The scrub room was empty except for Dr. Voss.

The other students had filed out—Derek to the cafeteria, Amir to write his notes, Sloane to wherever Sloane went when she wasn't performing confidence. Dr. Chen had been paged to the ER for a new consult. The hallway was quiet. The OR was being cleaned behind them.

Nora almost left. She should have left. She was standing at the scrub sink finishing her post-op wash, and Dr. Voss was at the next sink doing the same, and the normal, safe, professionally appropriate thing to do was to dry her hands and walk away and process the last three and a half hours in private.

​
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