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The first siren rasped the corridor like a blade on railings. Overhead, the strip lights pulsed once, twice, and settled into a dim late-afternoon haze, the kind of half-light that made everything feel a step to the left.

“Close it,” Jace said.

Marisol pushed the crash bar on the research-wing doors. The magnets engaged with a dead, certain thud. Red LEDs blinked above the frame—LOCKDOWN ARMED.

“Ride-out team,” she said, breath clouding in the chilled air. “Just the two of us.”

“Just us,” he answered, scanning the laminated checklist at the nurses’ station. “And the ward.”

Rain ran the glass in vertical ropes. Wind worried at the seams. The Miami River was a rumor beyond the dark, its presence felt in the breath of the building—the faint sway, the low, tidal groan of concrete flexing.

“Generators?” Marisol asked.

“Auto start if the grid drops. We’ll get a flicker before transfer.” Jace lifted the handset of the wall phone, listened to static, and hung up. “Comms are already patchy.”

Another siren rose from the city, farther away, flattened by distance and weather. The hospital’s internal alarm clipped it—two tones, pause, two tones. A strip screen scrolled: HURRICANE RIDE-OUT ACTIVATED. STAFF SHELTER IN PLACE.

“Ride-out,” Marisol repeated with a quick half-smile, as if tasting the word. “The team that doesn’t go home.”

“The team that keeps home standing,” Jace said.

He moved with a steady economy—the surgeon’s restraint without the theater lights—checking doors, inventories, power strips. She shadowed him, cataloging with her penlight and a strictly practical grace. In the trussed quiet, little sounds stood out: plastic sheeting fluttering, a drip counting time in a sink, the faint tick of her wedding-band-less hand against a clipboard. Outside the lab window, a palm frond whipped and flattened.

“Negative pressure is still good,” she said, reading a little dial above a glass panel. “Airflow is pulling in.”

“Good.” He marked it. “Negative pressure keeps whatever’s inside from getting out. In a storm, it also tells us the seals are functioning.”

She nodded, filing the small lesson.

They worked the first hour in a choreography that felt old, like they had done it before in another life. Saline. Dressings. Thermal blankets. Flashlights—all tested, batteries swapped. He hauled a portable monitor from the far exam room and lashed it to a bed frame with surgical ties. She taped plastic over a hairline crack in a vent.

“You’re shivering,” he said.

“I’m fine,” she lied. Her scrubs were damp at the edges, the sleeve cold where a leak from the last drill had dripped on her shoulder. The A/C had cut to emergency settings, which left parts of the wing too cool, others muggy.

“You need dry,” he said. “There’s a spare set in the supply closet. I’ll step out of sight.”

“I can manage,” she said, not quite meeting his eyes.

He turned away anyway, hands on the cart, inventorying gauze with more attention than gauze deserved. Behind him: fabric whispering, Velcro peeling open, the soft thunk of shoes set aside. He kept his gaze on the clipboard and breathed once, slow. The storm exhaled through a seam, the ward answered with a soft thrum. A minute later, her voice:

“Okay.”

He faced her. Fresh navy scrub top. Hair gathered into a quick, low tie, damp along the edges. Color had returned to her face. He offered a vacuum-sealed heat pack. She cracked it and pressed it to her forearms, wet heat blooming through the thin sleeve.

“Better,” she said.

“Better,” he echoed.

Lightning lifted the room into stark white, froze it, then let it go. Thunder arrived a second later and rolled down the hall like a steel drum pushed by a slow hand.

A strip of ceiling light hiccuped. The rest held.

“Grid’s dirty,” Jace said. “Power’s thinking about leaving.”

“It always thinks,” she said. “Then it runs.”

He heard the humor and let it stand. Their voices fit the space: low, clipped, precise. The city beyond shrank to sound—a faint siren spine, the rush of rain like a river poured onto glass, something heavy skittering down a roof.

They ate at the nurses’ desk because it felt like normal: two protein bars, a split bottle of electrolyte water. He offered the first bite without looking at her mouth. She took it and didn’t look at his hand. The quiet between them had a temperature.

“Where’d you ride out before?” she asked.

“Keys, years back,” he said. “Before I moved north.”

“How bad?”

He rolled the wrapper, made it a small cylinder under his palm. “Lost the wing we were holding. A window gave. We were lucky it failed the way it did.”

She heard what he didn’t say—the patient he hadn’t named, the room warped in memory—and didn’t pry it open. Her hand, still clutching the heat pack, found the edge of the desk near his. Not touching. Near.

The first blackout came at 3:48 p.m. The lights didn’t so much die as decide to. They snapped and vanished, leaving the wing in a sudden, radiant dark. The inverters hummed, emergency LEDs stuttered, then the generator found itself and pushed light back through the veins.

Jace had already moved. He was at the panel, checking the transfer, watching numbers. The generator hum was honest and thick, a diesel heartbeat under the floor. He breathed out.

“Transfer’s clean,” he said. “We’re on backup.”

Marisol’s penlight clicked, a small orbit across the counter, across him, down to his wrist where his watch face glowed. Her beam steadied. She steadied with it.

“We’re okay,” she said.

They started the ward rounds—habit, not need, checking each room as if someone lay behind every curtain. Each room had a different silence. Lab 4 was the loudest, full of humming machines now sleeping; Exam 2 was so quiet it felt expectant; Storage B smelled like bleach and rain.

By the time they reached the end of the hall, a line of water had begun to gather under the far exit. It slipped in with a conspirator’s patience, finger-width, then palm. Rainwater, thin and insistent.

Marisol knelt, pressing a towel into the seam. “We need a barrier.”

He was already in motion, pulling the foldable door snake from the closet, the heavy fabric roll meant for drafts, not floods. He set it like a sandbag. She reinforced with towels, plastic sheeting, tape. The water licked, considered, and pooled back.

“This buys us time,” he said.

“How much?”

“Enough to keep the hall dry if the pressure doesn’t rise.”

She stood, wet knees, and he offered a hand without looking at her face. Her palm met his, warm. He braced, drew her up with an ease that was more assurance than force. She was close enough to feel the heat radiating off his chest even through the scrub fabric. Close enough to see the small cut on his cheekbone from a day-old mishap. Close enough to count the breaths between them: one, then one, then one.

“Thank you,” she said.

Lightning stitched the horizon. Thunder answered like a door kicked farther down the building.

They walked the corridor again, just to be in motion. Motion helped the mind. He pointed at the crash cart—the red wheeled cabinet that holds emergency gear—and said, almost conversationally, “Crash cart—defib pads, meds, the works. If I say ‘bring it,’ bring the cart, not pieces.”

“Whole thing,” she said. “Understood.”

She showed him the backup oxygen manifold, the red lever that would direct flow if the main lines lost pressure. “Manifold: put it here, we buy ourselves airflow. Only as a bridge.”

“I know,” he said, and the way he said it told her he appreciated that she knew too.

A gust leaned into the building. Somewhere far above, something heavy moved. The wing creaked. A hairline fracture they’d taped earlier wept again.

Another blackout came, this one complete. No inverter, no quick LED. The generator stumbled, coughed, then fell dead.

The dark was absolute. Not hospital dark. Not bedtime dark. Cave dark.

Marisol’s breath hitched. “Jace?”

“I’m here.” His voice arrived from an arm’s length away. Warm palm found her forearm and slid to her wrist, a simple, human tether. “Stay still. Count to five.”

“Okay,” she whispered. “One... two... three...”

On four, the emergency pocket lights along the baseboards woke, tight blue lines marking the floor. The generator, shamed perhaps by its failure, grumbled back. Overhead light returned as a ghost, then a body.

He hadn’t moved his hand. She hadn’t asked him to.

“Sorry,” he said, withdrawing. “We need to check the tanks. That drop wasn’t random.”

They moved fast now. The generator room was behind two steel doors they couldn’t open—security locks hard-coded beyond their clearance—but a status panel sat in the maintenance closet. Jace read levels, frowned, and traced a cable run with his penlight. A junction box had wet inside. Not flooded. Beaded.

“Give me tape,” he said.

She passed it without question. He wrapped the seam, pressed a glove over it, tied it with a strip of cloth. Temporary. Practical. Enough. They stood together in the closet’s gulley of light, breath fogging just faintly in the cool.

“Good,” she said.

“Better,” he said.

They stepped back into the hall. Thunder crowded the roof. The barrier they’d built now had water pressed against it like a lip. The door rattled once. Held.

At the nurses’ station, she found an old fleece jacket in the lost-and-found bin, shook it out, and tossed it to him. “Take it,” she said. “You’re soaked through the collar.”

He caught it. “I’ll owe you a better one.”

“I’ll collect,” she said, and the words came out lighter than they would have an hour ago.

He pulled the jacket on and found it smelled faintly like some other life—citrus and laundry and a street with no wind. He zipped it and felt the heat rise again between skin and fabric. She took the other jacket, smaller, gray, and slid into it like armor.

“Coffee?” he asked.

She laughed once. “If the gods love us.”

They didn’t love them. The machine blinked OUT OF ORDER like a small, cruel joke. He filled two paper cups with water instead and handed her one. Her fingers brushed his. Static leaped, the primal chemistry of storm air and proximity.

“Sorry,” she said, smiling.

“Not your fault,” he said.

They sat on opposite sides of the station, angled toward each other. The rain stepped up its assault. The building answered with a braced, stubborn song. He saw her eyes drift to the glass, then to the hall, then back to him.

“My mother used to tape the windows,” she said. “Crosses with duct tape. Said it kept them from shattering into knives.”

“It doesn’t,” he said gently. “But it gives your hands something to do.”

“She knew,” Marisol said, a small smile. “She just liked rituals. It made the room feel safer. She’d bake before storms too, as if sugar could hold a roof down.”

“Did it help?”

“It made the house smell like cakes when the lights went out,” she said. “So... yes.”

He nodded like she had just walked him through a procedure. In a way, she had.

A soft chirp cut the moment—the oxygen alarm in Lab 1. Not a blare. A bird’s call. A warning before a cliff.

They were moving before the second chirp. The lab was cold and glossy under emergency lighting, every surface reflecting a skewed version of them. The manifold sat on a bracket, its needle flirting with a red line.

“Main’s dropping,” Jace said. “We’ve got to swap.”

“Ready,” Marisol said, hands already on the
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