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Her breath shook before the floor did.

“Marin—down.”

Calder’s palm found her shoulder as the room rolled sideways. The ceiling grid groaned. A red EXIT sign swung like a metronome losing time. Then the first crack—drywall splitting somewhere beyond the dark.

Emergency lights flickered once. Twice. Then steadied to a ruddy hum.

“Status?” he asked.

“Lock-in underway.” Her voice tried to be official and landed somewhere human. “We’re sealed.”

They were under Government Hill, inside the Ship Creek Continuity Annex—SCCA–B1—Anchorage’s municipal heartbeat when the city’s went arrhythmic. Tonight that heartbeat lagged. The bunker felt smaller than its blueprint.

Another shudder ran through the floor. Dust fell in a thin drift, casting snow in the red light.

“Grounding protocol,” Marin said.

“On it.”

Grounding protocol: get low, brace the wall, breathe in a three-count. Simple rule; fast safety.

They knelt shoulder to shoulder against the Operations Well’s low console bank. The consoles had stopped their soft whir. The room carried new sounds—vibrations in the ductwork, a diesel note somewhere that hadn’t fully arrived, metal fatigue ticking like rain.

“You okay?” he said.

“I’m—present.”

A tiny smile tilted his mouth. “Present’s good.”

The motion eased. The silence was not silence; it had a pressure to it. Marin rose carefully, palms black with dust. “Mag-locks?”

“Still green,” Calder said, checking the panel near the blast door. “We’re sealed. Power’s dipped to essential.”

“Load-shed window?”

He glanced toward the corridor. “Give me five to reach the Power Niche.”

Load-shed: cutting nonessentials to save the core. Lights, later. Air, never.

Marin nodded. “I’ll stabilize systems here.”

They split, but didn’t. The bunker was one space split into zones; every step kept them inside the same pulse. Marin moved through the Operations Well—two rows of dead screens, a comms rack with a sleeping heartbeat light, a wall map of Anchorage dotted by pins no longer relevant. She thumbed the hand radio.

“SatGlass link?” No satellite time had been scheduled for the next hour, but routine could be a lullaby.

Static. A staccato breath of nothing.

“Later,” she whispered, which was either logistics or prayer.

She toggled air metrics. The Air Spine—the main duct loop—held steady. CO₂ in the safe band. Filters clean. Good. Her shoulders dropped half an inch.

A new sound came—his boots taking the corner fast, then slowing. Calder in the doorway, a smear of gray on his cheekbone.

“Day-tank’s okay,” he said. “Generator wants to roll, but I need to nurse it. We’ve got the juice to breathe and to see. Not much else.”

“How not much?”

“A ladder, not a staircase.” He rubbed his thumbs together, a habit he had when he measured invisible things. “We need to keep this quiet.”

“Copy.”

Another tremor—short, mean, like a shove. Marin shifted her stance and reached for the edge of the console. Calder mirrored her without looking. Their shoulders touched. The contact was accidental, immediate, and real.

“You feel that?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I mean—” She stopped. Began again, cleaner. “The short ones scare me more.”

“Same,” he said. “They’re the warning taps before the punch.”

Her laugh arrived tight. “Don’t say punch.”

“Right. Nudge. Tap. Gentle persuasion from the earth.”

She breathed in a steadier rhythm. He saw it. She saw him see it.

The emergency light stuttered. He said, “That’s my cue.”

“Be careful,” Marin said.

“I am the careful.”

“Take a flash.”

He lifted the hand light she’d already slid toward him. “You read my mind.”

“I write the manuals,” she said, and he grinned once before heading down the corridor.

The bunker’s geometry made the corridor feel like a throat. The Power Niche lived at its bend—day-tank, battery wall, manual transfer switch. Marin heard the low conversation of equipment waking under a reluctant sky. A soft cough, a deeper note, then a steady, stern hum.

The light steadied too. The room filled with a dull amber that made dust look like weather.

Marin checked her watch, which had no new answers. Government Hill above them, Ship Creek nearby, Knik Arm wider still—names that meant geography on clear days. Tonight, they were weight.

She adjusted the ventilation cycle. The fan eased up. The air changed temperature by a whisper. She swallowed, realized her mouth had gone dry, and drank from a lukewarm bottle that tasted like plastic and relief.

“Ops?” Calder’s voice slid in from the doorway.

“Ops.”

“Power’s stable, for now.” He moved close, not crowding. “You’re shaking.”

She looked at her hands. “It’s a polite tremor.”

“It’s earned.”

He leaned a shoulder to the console, set the flash down, then wiped his hands on a rag that used to be a shirt. She noticed the rip along his sleeve. A small bruise matured on his forearm, the kind that would be purple by morning, if morning meant anything down here.

“You hit something?”

“Something hit me,” he said. “Ceiling blinked while I ducked. It’s fine.”

“Let me—”

He startled at the reach. Not away; just surprised. She touched the crest of the bruise with the back of two fingers, light as static. He watched her face rather than the spot.

“Calder.”

“Marin.”

His voice put a warmer stripe on the room. She withdrew her hand like a plan, not a flinch.

“We should walk the zones,” she said. “Quick sweep before the next one.”

“Together,” he said.

“Together.”

They did the lap. Operations Well to Air Spine check, to Sleeper Alcove, past the taut stacked blankets, the two emergency cots that pretended to be beds. The ceiling webbed with hairline cracks like a map of streets no one wanted to drive. The red signage hummed.

In the Sleeper Alcove, she paused. “Two-signal,” Marin said.

“Remind me.”

“If I tap twice,” she said, and demonstrated—two soft touches to his wrist—“it means I need you right now. No questions, only come closer.”

He nodded. “If I tap twice, it means the same.”

“Good.”

They stood too close for a second. Not romance as a plan. Just gravity asking for permission.

The floor twitched—a short shake that rearranged dust. They swayed together and didn’t separate fast enough to pretend it hadn’t felt like the start of a language.

“Hydration,” she said, too official.

“Hydration,” he echoed, amused, but grateful for the word.

They returned to Operations. Marin updated a paper log because the screens were asleep and because ink still testified when circuits didn’t. Time. Notes. Temperatures. A column for unknowns, which grew.

“Marin,” he said after a quiet minute. “Tell me your worst-case for the night.”

“Ventilation failure.” No scenic flourish. “Then comms blackout during a medical event. Then structural compromise.”

“Your best-case?”

“Three hours of aftershocks trending down. SatGlass window at dawn.” She lifted her head. “Your worst?”

“Fuel line hiccup during a heavy shake.”

“Best?”

“Nothing breaks where we can’t reach it.”

“Can we reach it?”

“We can reach most of it.”

He put the rag down, then picked it up again. The ritual looked like a man deciding to keep his hands from mistakes.

The next aftershock wasn’t small. The room flexed hard—metal racks sang; the wall map slipped a nail. The emergency light flickered to a black so complete the sound of his name filled it.

“Calder—”

“I’m
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