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EPILOGUE — One Year Later

A Note from the Author

I started this series with two people who couldn't be in the same room without drawing blood. I ended it with eight people standing in a corridor, watching the sun come back.

That's the whole story.

If you've read all four books, you know Harbor General isn't really a hospital. It's a question the series keeps asking: what do you do when you've held things together so long you've forgotten how to put anything down? Victoria Hale is the most acute version of that question I've written. A surgeon who treats her own loneliness the way she treats a wound — contain it, manage it, don't let it slow you down. She's good at it. She's been good at it for a long time.

Then a pilot lands on her roof and refuses to follow the checklist.

Sawyer didn't save Victoria. Victoria didn't need saving. But Sawyer stayed. And staying, for someone like Sawyer, was the harder thing.

Thank you for reading all the way to the sunrise.

Leave a review — for the readers who know how to hold the line in every crisis except the one where someone decides to stay.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 — POV VICTORIA — "Landfall"
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Two documents on the same desk at 6:52 AM told her everything she needed to know about how the next forty-eight hours would go.

The first was on HealthCorp letterhead. Operational inefficiencies. Fiscal restructuring. Effective immediately. The second was from the National Weather Service. Category 3. Unprecedented storm surge. Catastrophic winds. The timestamps were five minutes apart. They had planned this — timed the corporate move to land before the storm made the city unreachable, before any attorney or oversight body could respond. When the water rose, Harbor General would be mid-dissolution, legally neutered, unable to appeal.

Clean. Patient. Exactly what she'd come to expect from them.

She set both documents on her desk, side by side, and stood at the window for sixty seconds. That was the time she allowed herself. The city had already shuttered — no cars, no pedestrians, just the trash beginning to move in the first real gusts off the harbor. The sky was the particular color that meant there was no negotiating with what was coming.

Sixty seconds. Then she put the horror in the box and picked up the radio.

Lucia's knock was two beats before she pushed the door open. "We've got a situation on the roof. The new pilot — Sawyer Cole, HealthCorp contracted — she's modifying the fuel line setup. Elise went up for a supply check and got pulled into the argument."

Victoria was already moving. "How long has she been up there?"

"Twenty minutes. She's already done half of it."

She took the stairs. The roof door nearly took her off her feet — the wind was twenty-five knots and climbing, the harbor a dark sheet below, the first wall of the storm visible on the eastern horizon like a bruise spreading under skin.

The pilot was standing at the helicopter's fuel access panel, flight suit unzipped to her waist, working with the confident economy of someone who does not ask permission before diagnosing a problem. She was younger than Victoria expected. Dark hair, jaw set, hands fast. She was arguing with Elise Beaumont, who was arguing back with the particular precision of a surgeon who has run the same debate to its logical conclusion and lost.

"—reroute the primary now, or you'll lose pressure in thirty knots of crosswind." The pilot's voice was clear, even against the wind. "I've watched it happen. A Bell 429 with a frozen primary line is a paperweight."

"The protocol exists—"

"For normal operations." She turned when she heard the door. Her eyes found Victoria. No deference in them, just a quick, professional assessment. "You're in charge."

"Dr. Victoria Hale. Chief of Surgery."

"Sawyer Cole. SAR pilot." A beat. "HealthCorp reassigned your hospital's air authority to me when the storm upgraded to Category 3. That's not a power grab — it's in the contractual annex. I have it if you want to read it."

Victoria met her eyes. "What you're doing to that fuel line — has it been tested?"

"By me. Twice. Gulf Coast, 2022 and 2023."

"I'm not the Gulf Coast."

"No. You're worse — you've got the harbor crosswind and a building that funnels it. Which is exactly why—" She stopped. Looked at Victoria's face. Something shifted in her expression — not softened, but recalibrated. "Five minutes. Then you'll know it works and we can both stop having this argument."

Victoria looked at the panel. At the work already done — clean, precise, no corners cut. She looked at the storm wall. She looked at Elise, who gave her the almost imperceptible nod that meant: she knows what she's doing.

"Five minutes," Victoria said. "Then you brief me on every modification before you take off."

Cole turned back to the panel without another word.

Victoria walked to the parapet and looked at the harbor. Somewhere in the administrative building three miles east, someone with a HealthCorp badge was watching the weather app and waiting for the storm to do their work for them. Not today. Not this hospital.

She went back inside to prep her ORs.

—-
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CHAPTER 2 — POV SAWYER — "Generator Light"
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The fuel line modification took four minutes and seventeen seconds. Victoria Hale had already gone back downstairs.

Sawyer ran the diagnostic. Green. Re-ran it. Still green. The rerouted primary was holding exactly as it should. She closed the access panel and stood in the wind for a moment, her hands at her sides.

The doctor had given her five minutes. She'd used four. That was the thing that bothered her, not that Hale had pushed back — any good commander pushed back. It was that Hale had looked at the work in progress and known, in about three seconds, whether it was competent or not. And then she'd allocated exactly as much time as was warranted. No more, no less.

Sawyer didn't usually meet people who did that.

She went back to the cockpit to finish the pre-flight checklist. The familiar smell of hydraulic fluid and aviation fuel — she'd been living inside this smell since she was nineteen years old, when she'd borrowed her uncle's ag-plane in Gulfport without asking and spent forty minutes over the marshes before he noticed it was gone. She'd been grounded for a month. She'd also been hooked from the moment the wheels left the ground, which her uncle said was a character flaw and her instructor said was the one thing you couldn't teach.

She pulled up the weather overlay. The storm wall was thirty-eight miles out. She had a window — maybe ninety minutes of flyable conditions before conditions degraded past operational limits. Grid 7-Delta had three confirmed maydays and two more probable. She did the math. Two runs, maybe three if she pushed the window.

The roof door opened.

Victoria Hale. White coat still pristine. Laminated card in her hand.

"Hospital emergency frequency." She held it out. "In case you lose your primary. We boosted the signal from the generator."

Sawyer took it. She turned it over. The format was exact — the call sign, the backup frequency, the generator output in wattage. Someone had anticipated a scenario in which the primary comms system failed in the middle of a storm and had prepared for it, down to the laminated coating so the ink wouldn't run.

"You made this before you knew if I'd even use it," Sawyer said.

"I prepare for things I'd prefer not to need." Hale's gaze moved over the helicopter, the panel, the cockpit. The look of someone inventorying a situation. "The generator handles critical systems only. If you need anything else—"

"I know how to fly lean, Doctor."

For a fraction of a second, the professional mask slipped. Something passed across Hale's face that was not exhaustion exactly — more like the expression of someone who has been carrying a very heavy thing for a very long time and is calculating whether they can put it down. Then it was gone.

"Be careful out there, Captain."

Not an order. Just a fact.

Before Sawyer could answer, the building went dark.

Not a flicker. The whole hospital died — main grid out, floodlights gone, the harbor behind them suddenly just black water and the sound of the approaching storm. Three heartbeats of real dark. Then the generators caught. Emergency lights bloomed along the roof's edge, a weak yellow that made the building look like it was breathing through clenched teeth.

They both stood still. The same understanding passed between them without words: the preparation phase is over.

Victoria turned and walked back to the door. Her silhouette against the emergency lights was straight and unbroken. She didn't look back.

Sawyer climbed into the cockpit. Started the sequence. Fuel pressure: nominal. Rotor RPM: nominal. The rerouted line was holding in the crosswind exactly as she'd said it would. She keyed her radio.

"Rescue One to dispatch. Airborne. Heading for Grid 7-Delta. Over."

"Copy, Rescue One. Multiple maydays confirmed. Conditions deteriorating. ETA your window is sixty-five minutes."

"Copy." She pulled up on the collective. The pad fell away. She banked east, into the leading edge of the storm.

The hospital shrank below her. On the seventh floor, one window burned brighter than the others.

She didn't let herself look at it for long. She had a bearing, a time window, and three sets of coordinates. That was what she needed to think about.

She thought about it anyway.

—-
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CHAPTER 3 — POV SAWYER — "Dead Reckoning"
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She lost the GPS at 0211.

Not slowly. One moment it was there — the grid overlay crisp on the multifunction display, Grid 7-Delta twelve nautical miles northwest, three confirmed survivors on a collapsed pier — and then it was gone. Static where the satellite feed had been. The storm was eating frequencies the way it ate everything else out here: indiscriminately and without apology.

She switched to magnetic compass and altimeter. Old instruments. The kind her first instructor — a retired Coast Guard pilot with a bad knee and a very particular contempt for "glass cockpit dependency" — had made her fly by for the first sixty hours of her training.

You will lose everything electronic in a serious storm, he'd told her. You will not lose the compass and you will not lose your brain. Use both.

She'd hated him for it at the time. She was grateful for it now.

The aircraft shuddered in a gust that read sixty-two knots on the airspeed indicator. She corrected left, kept the altimeter at four hundred feet — below the worst of the lateral shear, above the debris field that the surge had turned the harbor into. She could see almost nothing through the windshield. The wipers couldn't keep up with the rain. She was flying by instruments and by the feel of the aircraft, the way it pushed back against her inputs, the way the turbulence had texture if you paid attention.

This was the part she'd never been able to explain to anyone who didn't fly.

The calm in the cockpit wasn't the absence of fear. It was what happened when fear stopped being useful and training took over. She'd felt it the first time at nineteen over the Gulfport marshes, and she'd been chasing it ever since — the place where the noise dropped away and there was only the problem in front of her and the instruments in her hands and whether she could solve one with the other.

She found the pier with her spotlight at 0227. Or what was left of it.

The structure was mostly down — two sections of decking still above water, a third submerged to the ankle. Four people on the higher section. One person on the lower, water at their waist. She did the approach math. The rooftop access on the pier warehouse was compromised — she could see the beam angle was wrong, weight distribution off. She couldn't land. She'd have to lower the basket.

She keyed the rescue frequency. "Rescue One on scene Grid 7-Delta. Commencing hoist operation. I need one of you to manage the lower section — I can only do one extraction at a time."

A voice crackled back. Cassidy Flynn, she'd heard that call sign before. "Copy, Rescue One. I've got the lower section. Take the child first. Northeast corner, red jacket."

Sawyer was already positioning. "Copy. Keep them calm. I'll have the basket down in forty seconds."

The hoist took eleven minutes for five people. The last person — a man, heavyset, bad shoulder
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