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Prologue: One More Sweep
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Atlantic Ocean, off the Virginia Capes. March 2023.

The fog came in after midnight and took the stars first.

By 0140 it had taken everything else. From the bridge wing of USS Fallen Timbers, the bow was a gray suggestion and the sea was only a sound. Two decks below, in the Combat Information Center, none of that mattered. In Combat the ocean was a screen, and the screen was clear.

Lieutenant Commander Logan Vance stood behind the surface console with a cup of coffee he had stopped drinking an hour ago. The room was cold the way Combat was always cold, chilled for the equipment and not the people. Blue light from the displays. The steady hum of fans. Twenty sailors speaking softly at the bottom of a long night.

He was the Tactical Action Officer. For the next four hours the tactical picture was his. Every contact, every track, every warning that came out of this room. The bridge drove the ship. With the boat away in fog, the captain's night orders put the boat's radio circuit in Combat, where the radar was.

"Boat One is clear of the merchant," the boat officer reported over the circuit. "All six aboard. Inbound, ten minutes."

The drill had gone well. A training boarding of a cooperating merchant vessel two miles off the starboard quarter, run in the dark and the fog because that was when it counted. Six sailors in the rigid-hull inflatable. A coxswain, a boarding officer and a team of four.

One of them was Seaman Ryan Hawkins.

Logan found the boat on the display out of habit. A small green symbol creeping back toward the ship at five knots, feeling its way through nothing. Hawkins always took the same seat. Port side, second from the bow, gripping the grab line too hard because nobody had broken him of it yet.

Three months earlier Hawkins had frozen during a simulated breach. He had stood in a passageway with his hand on a hatch while the clock ran out. Afterward he had knocked on Logan's stateroom door, red to the ears, and asked how you learned not to do that.

You don't learn it, Logan had told him. You decide it. Every time.

The kid had written that on a strip of tape and stuck it inside his locker. Logan had seen it there and pretended not to.

At 0152 Petty Officer Perry spoke without looking up from the surface console. "TAO, surface. New contact. Bearing zero-four-two from the boat, range about twenty-four hundred yards. Weak return."

Logan leaned in. A smudge northeast of Boat One, barely there. It flickered and settled.

"AIS?"

"No correlation, sir."

That proved nothing. Plenty of small fishing boats carried no transponder at all, and Logan had watched others switch theirs off to keep good grounds to themselves. Heavy fog did strange things to radar too. Rain cells. Birds resting on the swells. Ghosts. The surface team had chased two of them already that week.

"Track it," he said. "Tell me when you have a solution."

Perry tagged it. A label appeared beside the smudge. Unknown surface contact. Skunk Delta.

Logan keyed the bridge. "Bridge, Combat. New surface contact, northeast of Boat One, about twenty-four hundred yards. No AIS. No solution yet. We're tracking."

"Combat, Bridge, aye." Lieutenant Enzenbacher, the officer of the deck. Calm. A good officer. "No visual. Sounding fog signals."

The ship's horn moaned somewhere above them, a long low note that went out into the fog and did not come back.

The coffee had gone cold in Logan's hand. He set it down.

For two minutes Perry gathered returns. The contact came and went in the clutter, but each time it came back a little farther along a line. At 0154 she turned in her chair.

"Rough solution, sir. Range to Boat One sixteen hundred. Course about two-three-zero, ten to twelve knots. Closest approach inside five hundred yards. Low confidence." She held his eyes. "Sir, recommend we warn the boat."

It was a reasonable call. Logan knew it was. He reached for the handset.

Then the contact faded on the screen. Almost gone.

He had a boat full of cold, tired sailors in fog so thick they could not see their own bow. If he told them to stop, they would sit dead in the water, blind, while everything else in the area kept moving. If he told them to turn, he had better be right about which way. Turn a small boat the wrong way in fog and you put it under the bow you were trying to avoid. A bad warning could kill as easily as no warning at all. Months earlier, after a false alarm during a transit, the captain had warned him that a TAO who called every ghost trained his watch to stop listening. The captain had been talking about a habit. Logan heard it now as an order. He could have keyed the handset and told the boat only what he knew, that something was close and unknown, to stay alert and stand by. A warning did not have to carry an order. But a warning with no action in it felt like noise, and one with the wrong action in it could kill, and in the half-second between the two he reached for the thing the Navy had trained into his hands, which was certainty before action.

What he needed was a real course. A real speed.

"Hold," Logan said. "Get me a solid solution."

Perry turned back to her screen without a word.

The bridge called down. "Combat, Bridge. Boat One reports visibility under a hundred yards. Still no visual on anything."

"Bridge, Combat, aye."

The antenna swept the sea. Logan watched the contact come back, and fade, and come back. He counted the minutes without meaning to.

At 0156 the smudge bloomed solid and bright.

"Solution, sir." Perry's voice rose half a step. "Delta, course two-two-eight, speed one-two. Range to Boat One eight hundred yards. Closest approach is zero. Two minutes. It crosses ahead of the boat, sir. If they stop, it should pass in front."

Logan had the handset already. "Boat One, Combat. Vessel closing you from the northeast, eight hundred yards, no lights. Stop your boat. Stop your boat. Acknowledge."

Static.

"Six hundred," Perry said.

"Boat One, Combat. Acknowledge."

The coxswain's voice came back thin, torn by wind. "Combat, Boat One. Stopping. Where is it?"

"Northeast. Close. Show every light you have."

"Four hundred," Perry said. Then, sharper: "Delta's coming left, sir. It's turning toward them."

There was no time left to say anything else.

Through the open microphone Logan heard the engine note drop. He heard someone shout. Then came a sound he would hear for the rest of his life, a deep blunt crack like a steel door slammed in a stairwell. The microphone went dead.

On the screen, the two symbols became one.

For a moment no one in Combat spoke.

Then everyone did.

The man-overboard alarm went through every space. On the bridge Enzenbacher called away the rescue boat and the recovery detail and swung the ship toward the datum. The boat deck kept asking for Boat One and getting nothing back. Logan kept talking because talking was the job. Bearings. Ranges. The last known position. On the screen the contact ran on to the southwest for another mile, then turned and stopped, as if whoever stood at its wheel had only now understood what they had hit.

The rescue crews pulled five sailors from the water in the first forty minutes. The survivors had clung to the overturned hull, so cold they could barely say their own names.

They found Ryan Hawkins at 0412, after the fog began to lift and the searchlights could finally reach. His life vest had torn loose in the collision. He was twenty years old.

The cruiser had never been touched. Not a mark on her paint.

Months later a Navy investigation would weigh the fog, the fishing boat without a transponder and its last-second turn, and find no fault it could fairly lay on him. It would clear him. It would not say what Logan already knew. At 0154 the boat had four minutes to get clear, and he had spent two of them waiting.

At 0600 the executive officer, Commander Thomas Whitaker, found Logan still in Combat. The watch had turned over an hour before. Logan stood at the surface console with his hands at his sides, watching a screen that showed nothing but empty water.

"Go below, Logan," Whitaker said quietly.

Logan did not move. On the screen the antenna swept the empty sea, and swept it again, and again.

One more sweep.
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Chapter 1: The Pattern
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Orlando, Florida. Friday, October 9, 2026.

The envelope had been riding on the passenger seat for three weeks.

Logan Vance parked on the fourth level of the garage on Magnolia Avenue at 6:40 a.m. and looked at it the way he did every morning. Heavy cream paper. The return address of a law firm in Atlanta. Below that, in a clerk's careful type: Estate of Cole A. Vance.

Cole's will had named him personal representative. The envelope, he assumed, held the court paperwork to make it official. He had not asked for the job. Cole had never asked anyone before he decided something for them.

Six months since the funeral. Six months since Logan had stood in the wet grass beside Claire and watched a flag folded off a casket with nothing in it. A gas leak at a training building overseas, the officer at the door had said. No remains recovered. Claire had held his arm through the whole service and not cried once until the rifles.

He left the envelope where it was and got out of the car.

The morning was already warm. Downtown Orlando had not decided yet whether it was waking up. A street sweeper hissed along Central Boulevard. Two blocks east, the fountain in Lake Eola threw its water into a sky going pale over the hotels. Logan walked to the coffee cart outside his building, ordered a large black, and paid the way he always paid, with the two-year chip in his pocket pressing against his fingers as he dug for change.

Two years, seven months and some days. He had stopped counting the days out loud. He had not stopped counting them.

Coquina Systems leased the ninth and tenth floors of a glass tower on Orange Avenue. The company wrote and ran the software that told central Florida's hospitals and utility substations how to manage their power, when to shift load, and what to do when the grid hiccupped in a storm. Nobody outside the industry had heard of it. That was how its customers liked it. Logan's floor was the ninth, at the end of a corridor behind a badge reader and a door that sealed with a soft sound like a held breath.

The security operations center was a long room with no windows and a wall of displays. At this hour it smelled of carpet cleaner and the burnt edge of the coffee maker nobody admitted to using. One printer was already running.

Sarah Brooks stood beside it, feeding pages into a manila folder as they came out. She was fifty-one, wore reading glasses on a beaded chain and had worked network operations at Coquina since before it had a logo. Every morning she printed two overnight logs, who had badged onto the secure floors and who had connected remotely, initialed each page in green ink and filed it in a cabinet that locked with an actual key.

"You know there's a cloud," Logan said.

"I've heard rumors." She did not look up. "Clouds change shape, Logan."

"We're going to run out of trees."

"Then you can explain to the trees why you need to know who badged in at three in the morning in 2024." She initialed the last page, squared the stack against the top of the printer and slid it into the folder. "Paper doesn't change its mind."

He had heard her say it a hundred times. He smiled anyway and went to his desk.

Lisa Tran was already at hers.

She had come to Coquina two years ago as a junior analyst who asked better questions than most of the senior staff. Logan had pulled her onto his team the first month and never regretted it. She was twenty-nine, quick and stubborn, and she built models of how attackers behaved that were right more often than they had any business being. This morning she had two monitors full of spreadsheets and her phone face down beside her keyboard.

"Tell me something good," Logan said.

"I can tell you something weird." She turned one screen toward him. "Contractor logins on the Flamingo maintenance gateway. Since yesterday evening."

Flamingo Healthcare was the company's largest client. Six hospitals and a dozen clinics across three counties, and every one of them ran its backup power and load scheduling through Coquina's software. The maintenance gateway was the door Coquina's own engineers and a short list of approved contractors used to service those systems remotely. Coquina never touched patient records. The charts, the medication lists, the electronic health record itself all belonged to Flamingo and a different set of vendors. Coquina kept the lights on.

"How weird?"

"Seven attempts since six last night. Six failed. They're spread out, a different source address each time." She tapped one line. "And this account belongs to a contractor engineer who's been on vacation in Portugal since Tuesday. His out-of-office says so. His Instagram says so louder."

"Somebody guessing his password?"

"Somebody guessing very politely."

Her phone buzzed against the desk. She glanced at it, turned it a quarter turn without picking it up and looked back at her screen. Logan noticed and let it go. Everyone had a life.

"What about the seventh?" he said.

"That's the weird part." She scrolled. "The seventh got further. Last night at 7:08. The connection opened, sat for four seconds and dropped before authentication finished. No commands. No file access."

"A test."

"Or a mistake. Or the gateway timing out." She shrugged. "I need more before I call it anything."

Logan heard himself in that sentence and did not like how comfortable it sounded.

Malik Haddad came in at seven with a bag of pastries he claimed were for the team and ate mostly himself. He handled threat monitoring, the watch on traffic coming into Coquina from everywhere else in the world, and he had a memory for numbers that made other analysts uneasy. He listened to Lisa's summary with a croissant halfway to his mouth, then put it down without taking a bite.

"Pull the timestamps," he said. "Just the times. Forget the addresses."

Lisa pulled them into a column. Malik leaned over her shoulder and read them aloud under his breath, then went to his own desk and came back with a printout of his own. Logan watched Sarah notice the printout from across the room and look quietly pleased.

"Flamingo changes nursing shifts at seven and seven," Malik said. "Their IT help desk changes at six and six. Their biomed engineers start at six-thirty." He laid the paper next to Lisa's column. "Look where the attempts land."

They looked. Last night, 6:05, 6:34 and 7:08. This morning, 6:03, 6:12, 6:31 and 6:36. Every attempt fell within twenty minutes of a handover at one of Flamingo's hospitals. Not on the hour. Just after. When one shift had stopped paying attention and the next had not started yet.

"That's not a password list," Malik said. "That's somebody who knows when the building changes hands."

Nobody said anything for a moment.

"Could be coincidence," Lisa said, though she did not sound like she believed it.

"Seven for seven isn't coincidence." Malik picked his croissant back up. "It's homework."

Logan stood behind them and looked at the pattern on the screen. It was a quiet thing. A handful of polite failures and one session that lasted four seconds. On any other morning it would have gone into a weekly report and been read by nobody.

He knew what the next step was. Call Flamingo's security team. Tell them a vacationing contractor's account was being used to knock on their door at shift change. Ask them to reset the credential, check the gateway and watch their handovers. It would take ten minutes.

It would also put Flamingo's security director on the phone with Coquina's chief executive by lunch, because that was how it always went. Flamingo was renegotiating its contract this quarter. Everyone upstairs had been told, in a memo that used the word partnership nine times, to keep the client calm. If Logan rang the bell over seven failed logins and a four-second session that might be a timeout, he would spend the rest of the day explaining why Coquina's own gateway had a door anyone could rattle.

And if he was wrong, the next time he rang it, they would listen a little less.

"Lisa," he said. "Lock the vacationing engineer's account on our side. Note why. Malik, build me a list of every contractor credential with access to that gateway and when each one last logged in. Sarah, I want the gateway's raw logs from the last thirty days. Printed, if it makes you happy. I'm opening an incident and calling the on-call lead."

"It makes me happy," Sarah said.

Logan opened the incident himself, rated it moderate and called Grant Feeney, Coquina's on-call incident lead.

Feeney listened, agreed with the rating, then asked the question Logan had been waiting for.

"Have you told Flamingo?"

"Working on it," Logan said.

When he hung up, Lisa was watching him.

Logan sat down at his desk and opened a new email. He addressed it to Flamingo's director of information security, a careful man named Howard Lindqvist he had met twice. He wrote three paragraphs. They were good paragraphs. Clear about what Coquina had seen and honest about what it did not know.

He read them twice.

Then he saved the email to his drafts.

"After the evening shift change," he said. "If it happens again, we'll have more than a guess."

Lisa looked at him a beat longer than she needed to. Then she nodded and turned back to her screens.

The day went the way days went.

Malik's list came back by noon. Forty-one contractor credentials with access to the Flamingo gateway, eleven of them belonging to people who no longer worked for the companies that had requested them. Logan read the list and felt the dull ache he always felt when he found the kind of problem nobody would ever thank him for fixing. He had the eleven disabled on Coquina's side within the hour, logged it under the incident and told the head of client services, who complained that Flamingo would want an explanation. That was the point, Logan thought, and still did not send the draft.

Sarah's printout of the gateway logs came in a binder two inches thick. She set it on the corner of his desk with a sticky note on the cover that said You're welcome in green ink.

At three Lisa went downstairs and came back twenty minutes later with her eyes a little red. She said it was allergies. Logan said he hoped she felt better. He did not ask. The phone stayed face down all afternoon.

At 6:25 he packed up his laptop and carried it into the small conference room at the end of the hall, the one with the window that looked at nothing but the parking garage.

At 6:30 his phone rang. He answered before the first ring finished.

"Dad."

"Hey, Iskra."

She was nine. She lived with her mother in Asheville, six hundred miles and a lifetime away, and every Friday at six-thirty he called, or she did, whoever got there first. Fourteen months ago he had missed one. Then two. Her mother had never said anything about it. She had not needed to.

He had not missed one since.

"We're doing volcanoes," Iskra said, without preamble. "For the science fair. Everybody's doing volcanoes. I want to do lightning."

"Lightning's harder to fit on a table."

"That's why it's better."

He laughed, and it surprised him. For twenty minutes she explained static electricity to him with the patience of someone teaching a slow but promising student. He asked questions he knew the answers to so she could answer them. When she asked if he could help her with it, he said yes, and then, because he had learned the difference, he told her exactly when. Next Friday. Six-thirty. He would have read about it by then.

"Promise?"

"Promise."

She hung up the way nine-year-olds hung up, abruptly, already somewhere else. He sat with the phone in his hand for a moment. Then he walked back into the operations center.

The evening shift had come on. Lisa had stayed, and so had Malik, though neither of them had been asked to. Sarah had gone home, but her binder was still on his desk.

At 7:04 the gateway logged an attempt against a different contractor account, one that belonged to a biomedical engineer at Flamingo's main hospital on Orange Avenue.

At 7:09, another.

At 7:11 a third attempt came in, and this one did not fail.

The session opened. It stayed open for four seconds.

"Authentication completed," Lisa said quietly. "Valid session token. Whoever it was got through."

Then it closed.

Malik said something in Arabic that did not sound like a prayer. Lisa pulled the session details onto the main display, and the three of them stood looking at it. No commands. No file access. Nothing taken. Just a door opened and closed, as if someone wanted to know whether the key still fit.

Or wanted someone to watch them try it.

"Revoke the session," Logan said. "Disable the account. Raise the incident to high and get Grant on the phone."

Lisa was already typing.

Logan went back to his desk. He opened his drafts folder. The email to Flamingo was still there, with its three good paragraphs and its careful honesty, eleven hours old.

He added one line at the top. This happened again at 7:11 p.m. on a different account, and the session succeeded.

Then he sent it.

On the screen across the room, the gateway sat quiet, every light green, as if nothing had happened at all.
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Chapter 2: The Engagement
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Maitland, Florida. Friday, October 9, 2026.

Evelyn Strand liked hospitals best from the boardroom.

Flamingo Healthcare kept its corporate offices in a low white building off Maitland Boulevard, twenty minutes north of the nearest patient. The lobby had a fountain, a wall of donor names etched in frosted glass and a framed photograph of a nurse holding a newborn up to a window full of light. Evelyn had seen the same photograph, or one very like it, in the lobbies of four other health systems. Three of them now belonged to Argyros Equity Group.

The conference room on the third floor overlooked a retention pond with a single heron standing in it. Denise Albright, Flamingo's chief financial officer, had arranged the room the way people arranged rooms when they wanted to be liked. Fresh fruit. Bottled water with the Flamingo logo. A printed agenda at every seat, and a slide on the screen that said Welcome, Argyros Partners in the company's coral pink.

Evelyn sat with her back to the window so the light would be in Denise's eyes and not hers. Her associate, Priya Raman, sat beside her with a laptop open and said nothing, which was the most valuable thing Priya did.

"I want to say again how glad we are to be in this process with you," Denise said. She was in her late fifties, silver-haired and warm, with the slight brightness of someone who had not slept well in a month. "Our board sees this as a real partnership."

"So do we," Evelyn said. "We don't buy companies, Denise. We invest in their next chapter."

She had said it so many times that the words no longer had edges. That was the point of them.

For an hour they walked through the diligence list. Payer mix. Physician retention. The pension obligations nobody liked to discuss. Evelyn asked short questions in a quiet voice and wrote very little. She had read every page of Flamingo's data room twice on the flight down from New York. She was not here to learn the numbers. She was here to watch Denise's face while Denise said them.

The letter of intent had been signed in August. Argyros would acquire Flamingo Healthcare, all six hospitals and the clinic network, for an enterprise value of two point one billion dollars, subject to diligence. Every banker in the room on both sides knew what subject to diligence meant. It meant the number could move.

It meant the number would move, if the right things came to light.

"Let's talk about operational resilience," Evelyn said, when they reached the last page of the agenda.

Denise smiled. It was the first topic of the day she had looked forward to. "Honestly, that's one of our strengths. We had ninety-nine point nine eight percent uptime on clinical systems last year. Our infrastructure vendor, Coquina, is outstanding. We've never had a meaningful outage."

"And downtime events? Planned ones."

"Rare, and very well managed. We contract with a specialist for that. Larkspur Continuity Group." Denise turned a page. "In fact, we have our largest one coming up. The electronic health record upgrade, the weekend of the sixteenth. Larkspur runs our downtime procedures while the main system is offline. Printed medication records, standalone workstations, the full playbook. They're very good."

"I'm sure they are," Evelyn said.

She wrote the date on her pad, a single line in small neat figures, and underlined it once.

Priya's keyboard was silent. Priya did not know what Larkspur was to Argyros, and never would. Very few people did. Larkspur had been purchased eighteen months ago by a holding company in Delaware, which was owned by another in Wyoming, which answered to a fund whose limited partners received a quarterly letter from Victor Argyros and very little else. Evelyn had structured that acquisition herself. It had been one of her quieter pieces of work.

"We'd love to understand how that weekend goes," Evelyn said. "For the model. Resilience under stress is a value driver."

"Of course. I'll have our CIO send the runbook."

"That would be helpful."

They shook hands at four. Denise walked them to the elevator and held the door, and as it closed Evelyn watched the CFO's smile relax by a degree, the way a held breath relaxes. It was a small thing. Evelyn noticed small things. It had been the foundation of her career.

In the car, Priya finally spoke. "She's nervous about the pension."

"She's nervous about everything," Evelyn said. "That's what a valuation is, Priya. A measurement of nerves."

She sent Priya back to the hotel with the driver and took a second car alone to Winter Park.

On the way her phone lit with a message from a number with no name attached. It came, as they always did, at an hour that suggested the sender did not sleep.

Coquina has opened an incident. Eleven contractor credentials disabled. The evening window remains open.

Evelyn read it once and deleted it.

She did not know who sent the messages. She had never asked. They had begun arriving a year ago, after a single meeting with Victor in a room with no windows, and they had never once been wrong. They told her which doors at Flamingo were locked and which were only closed. They told her when the people behind them changed shifts. They told her things about people that people did not say out loud. Evelyn had decided early that the source of that knowledge was above her remit. She managed outcomes. Somebody else managed information.

It was the kind of division of labor she had built a career defending.

The bar was on the ground floor of a boutique hotel on Park Avenue, dark wood and low light, the kind of place where people came to be seen not being seen. Martin Coyle was already in a corner booth with a bourbon in front of him that he had not touched.

He stood when she came in, then sat again, then half rose, unsure of the etiquette. He was fifty-four, heavy through the shoulders, with the soft gray complexion of a man who had spent thirty years in server rooms and the last two awake at night. Before Larkspur he had run information technology for a hospital system in Tampa. He had left that job with a good reference and a gambling problem nobody at the hospital had known about.

Evelyn knew about it. Argyros had bought three of his loans in the spring, through a servicer with an anonymous name. Martin did not know that yet. He knew only that his new employer's new owners had a woman who wanted to meet him, and that she had asked him to come alone.

She ordered a sparkling water with lime.

"Thank you for making time on a Friday, Martin."

"Sure. Of course." He turned the bourbon glass a quarter turn on its napkin. "I wasn't sure what this was about. Our regional VP said it was strategic."

"It is." She folded her hands on the table. "I want to talk to you about the Flamingo engagement."

"The EHR weekend?"

"Among other things."

She let the silence sit long enough for him to fill it, and he did. He told her about the upgrade weekend. About the standalone downtime workstations Larkspur maintained in every Flamingo hospital, the scheduled medication-record snapshots, and the reconciliation procedures nurses and pharmacists used to verify them whenever the live system was unavailable. He told her how proud he was of the process, how many audits it had passed. He told her more than she needed and much more than he should have, because he was a man who talked when he was afraid.

When he was done she nodded slowly.

"That's a very mature capability," she said. "Which is exactly why it's so important that Flamingo's leadership understands its limitations."

Martin frowned. "I don't follow."

"Flamingo believes its systems are more resilient than they are. That belief is priced into the transaction. Our role, as the incoming owner, is to make sure the price reflects reality before we close." She took a sip of her water. "Over the next few days, I'd like the reality to become a little more visible."

He was quiet for a long moment.

"You're asking me to break something," he said.

"I'm asking you to stop compensating for things that are already broken." Her voice did not change. "Every process has stress points, Martin. Your people spend enormous effort smoothing them over so nobody upstairs ever sees them. I'd like you to smooth a little less. Let a schedule slip. Let a workstation be slow to come up. Let a few things happen in the order they would naturally happen, without heroics."

"In a hospital."

"In a business that happens to own hospitals."

He looked at the bourbon. He had still not touched it. "People could get hurt."

It was the only moment of the meeting she had not planned for, and she noticed, with some interest, that she had an answer ready anyway.

"Hospitals manage clinical risk every hour of every day," she said. "They have doctors. They have nurses. They have procedures for exactly this. No one is asking you to touch a patient, Martin. We're asking you to let an organization encounter its own limitations in a controlled way, so that it can be valued accurately and improved after the transition. Under new ownership, with proper investment, those weaknesses get fixed. That's the entire thesis."

She watched him want to believe it. It did not take long.

"And if I say no?"

She opened her bag and laid a single sheet of paper on the table between them. It was a summary of three loans, with balances, interest rates and a column headed Status in which every line said Past due. At the bottom, in small type, was the name of the servicer.

Martin read it twice. His hand stopped turning the glass.

"These are restructurable," Evelyn said gently. "Entirely. Debts like this can simply cease to be a factor in someone's life. That's the kind of outcome partnerships produce." She slid the paper back into her bag. "I don't want you to think of this as pressure. I want you to think of it as alignment."

He did not answer for a while. When he did, his voice was lower.

"There's a tech on the Flamingo account. Derek Sloane. He's careful. He notices when the restore logs don't match the paperwork. He's already asked me about a couple of things from last month."

"What things?"

"Small things. Times that don't line up."

Evelyn filed the name away in the part of her mind where she kept names that might become problems.

"Then give him less to notice," she said. "Or give him somewhere else to be. You manage your workstream, Martin. I'll manage mine."

She stood. He stood too, out of habit, and for a moment they were face to face, a tired man in a wrinkled jacket and a composed woman in a coat that cost more than his car.

"Welcome to the engagement," she said, and left him with his untouched drink.

On the sidewalk she replayed the conversation once, the way she reviewed any meeting, and found nothing in it she would mind hearing read aloud. She had asked a vendor to stop concealing weaknesses from a client. She had mentioned that his loans could be restructured. Every word of it was diligence. Whatever Martin did next, he would do with his own hands, on his own systems, for his own debts. If he ever told anyone otherwise, he would be a gambler in trouble describing a polite woman who had bought him a sparkling water he never drank.

Her phone lit again before the car reached the end of Park Avenue. The same nameless number.

Gateway confirmed, 7:11 p.m. Credential viable. Coquina is notifying the client.

She deleted it and looked out at the street for a while before she did anything else.

In the back of the car on the way to her hotel, Evelyn opened the valuation model on her tablet. It was a beautiful thing, three hundred rows of assumptions that turned a hospital system into a single number. She found the line labeled Operational risk adjustment and looked at it for a long time.

Each percentage point she added to the model's operational-risk adjustment took roughly twenty million dollars off the enterprise value. Argyros had promised its investors a discount of at least two hundred million by closing. Evelyn's own compensation, through a structure the fund's lawyers called incentive alignment, rose with every dollar she took off that number.

She thought briefly of the photograph in Flamingo's lobby. The nurse. The newborn held up to the light.

Then she changed the risk adjustment from zero to a placeholder figure, saved the model and closed the tablet.

Outside the window, Winter Park went by, quiet and lovely and lit for a Friday night. Somewhere south of her, in a glass tower downtown, someone at Coquina had finally decided to warn Flamingo.

She did not know the name yet. She would.
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Chapter 3: Four Minutes
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Orlando. Saturday, October 10, 2026.

The Saturday meeting started at eight in the fellowship hall of a Methodist church on Robinson Street, and Logan had not missed it in eleven months.

At 7:52 he was in the church parking lot with the engine off, a coffee in the cup holder and his hand on the door, when his phone rang with a number he had saved the day before.

"Mr. Vance. Howard Lindqvist, Flamingo." The voice was dry and precise, a man who chose words like he was paying for them. "I got your email last night."

"I'm glad. I'm sorry it came so late in the day."

"So am I." A pause. "At 7:02 this morning we lost the medication system at Orlando Medical Center for four minutes. Every automated dispensing cabinet on floors seven through nine went dark at once. The bedside scanners up there lost the network with them. Four minutes, then everything came back on its own."

Logan sat very still.

"Shift change," he said.

"I noticed that too. After I read your email." Another pause. "Our facilities log shows a power transfer at the same moment. Your software manages that transfer. I'd like you here."

"Twenty minutes."

He ended the call and looked through the windshield at the side door of the fellowship hall. A man he knew by first name only was holding it open for an older woman with a cane. Through the gap Logan could see the coffee urn, the folding chairs, the banner with the twelve steps on it that had been hanging crooked for as long as he had been coming.

He texted his sponsor. Work emergency. Can't make it. I'm fine.

The reply came before he was out of the lot. Call me tonight. Not because I think you're not fine.

Orlando Medical Center was Flamingo's flagship, eleven stories of glass and coral-colored stone on Orange Avenue, two miles south of Coquina's tower. Logan parked in the visitor garage on the second level. Three spaces down from him sat a white panel van with a blue logo on its side, a stylized flower above the words Larkspur Continuity Group. The engine was still ticking as it cooled.

He noticed it the way he noticed everything that morning, without knowing yet what it meant.

Lindqvist met him in the lobby. He was in his sixties, tall and narrow, in a cardigan that suggested he had been called in from home and had not stopped to change. He shook hands once, firmly, and led Logan to an elevator without small talk.

"Let me be clear about where I stand," Lindqvist said as the doors closed. "I don't know if this is related to what your team saw. Neither do you. My leadership's position, as of forty minutes ago, is that it's a power-quality event. A glitch."

"And yours?"

Lindqvist watched the floor numbers climb. "My position is that I've been doing this for thirty-four years and I don't like coincidences that arrive on a schedule."

The seventh floor was medical-surgical, forty beds in two long wings around a central nursing station. By the time Logan arrived the floor had returned to the controlled hurry of a normal morning. Call lights. A meal cart. The steady chime of monitors. You would not have known anything had happened, except for the charge nurse.

Her name was Bev Halloran, and she had been a nurse longer than Logan had been alive. She stood at the station with her arms folded and the look of a woman who had already explained this twice.

"Seven-oh-two," she said. "Night shift was giving report. Day shift was logging in. Every med cabinet on the floor went dark. Not locked, dark. Screens gone. You couldn't open a drawer with a crowbar."

"Any patients affected?"

She looked at Lindqvist, then at Logan, and decided he was worth an answer.

"Room 714. Post-op hip, eighty-one years old, due for pain meds at seven. She'd been waiting since six-thirty because night shift was slammed. She got them at 7:09 instead of 7:03." Bev's mouth tightened. "Six minutes. Nobody died. You want to go tell her it was a glitch, be my guest. She was crying when I got there."

Logan had nothing to say to that. He said thank you instead, and meant it.

On his way to the conference room he passed Room 709. The door was open. A woman in her late sixties sat up in bed with a newspaper folded to the crossword, a knee brace propped on a pillow and a teenage girl curled in the visitor's chair, scrolling her phone. The whiteboard by the door said Marianne G. Knee replacement, Day 2. Goal: walk to the window.

"Seven letters," Marianne said to nobody in particular, and then, catching sight of Logan, to him. "'Second thoughts.' Starts with H."

Logan stopped in the doorway. "Hesitation?"

She counted on her fingers. "Ten. Too long." She frowned at the paper. "Hedging. That's it. Thank you anyway, honey."

The girl in the chair rolled her eyes at her grandmother with great affection. Logan smiled and walked on.

In a small conference room behind the station, a Flamingo facilities engineer had laid out the morning's power data on a laptop. Logan pulled Coquina's own logs on his tablet beside it. It took him less than five minutes to see the problem.

At 7:01:58, the hospital's main electrical feed to the seventh through ninth floors had been switched to backup. The switch took a fraction of a second, as it was designed to. The medication cabinets on those floors, and the network switches that served them, ran from a shared protected circuit, which was its own quiet weakness, two critical systems leaning on one battery bank that a sturdier build would have kept apart. On any ordinary day it held and no one looked at it twice. Its battery units were supposed to carry them through the switch without anyone noticing.

They had not. The circuit dropped. The cabinets went dark and the switches went with them, and the bedside scanners, running on their own batteries, sat cut off from the network until the switches came back. Everything on the circuit rebooted together and took four minutes to return.

"That's the glitch," the facilities engineer said. "Battery units should have held. Some of them are past their replacement date. It happens."

"All of them at once?" Logan said.

The engineer shrugged.

Logan scrolled through Coquina's command history for the building. Every load transfer the software made was logged with its source. Scheduled maintenance. Automatic response to a fault on the utility line. A manual command from Coquina's operations center. Each one had a tag.

The 7:01:58 transfer had a tag he had never seen used in a live building.

Local console.

The tag named the hospital's own control panel, in the basement electrical room, as the source. If the record was accurate, someone had commanded the switch by hand. Not from Coquina. Not from the utility. Not from the maintenance gateway Lisa had locked down the night before.

From inside the building.

"Howard," Logan said quietly. "Who has access to your basement switchgear room?"

Lindqvist read the screen over his shoulder. His face did not change, but he took a moment before answering.

"Facilities. Security. A few approved vendors." He paused. "Including the downtime contractor. Their equipment shares a closet with the switchgear."

"Larkspur."

"Larkspur."

The Larkspur technician was in the basement, on his knees in front of an open equipment rack, when
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