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Chapter 1: The Beige-Allergic Lobby and the Canine Delivery
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The Dallas heat was a physical weight, pressing against the floor-to-ceiling glass of the Wallace Institute, but inside, the air-conditioning was set to a cool, crisp temperature that smelled like expensive lilies and industrial-strength sanitizer.

Theresa Calahan stood behind the intake desk, her acrylic nails tapping out a frantic, staccato beat against the polished granite. She was the gatekeeper of this asylum. To her left, Barbara Winn was busy side-eyeing a woman in a Chanel suit who was currently sobbing because the lobby’s floral arrangement wasn't "symmetrical enough." To her right, Nessia Ray was staring at a computer screen, her expression one of pure, unadulterated judgment.

"Theresa," Nessia whispered, leaning over the counter, the smell of her expensive perfume cutting through the faint, clinical tang of antiseptic. "Look at room four. Mr. Henderson is demanding a private recovery suite because he claims he’s 'allergic to the color beige.' He says it messes with his chakras."

Theresa didn't blink. She just adjusted her glasses, her eyes scanning the lobby with the precision of a hawk. "Tell him the beige is custom-ordered from an Italian villa. Tell him if he doesn’t like the color, he’s free to walk four blocks over to the urgent care where the walls are a lovely, depressing shade of 'broke.' And tell him to stop touching the sculpture. That thing costs more than his Lexus."

Before Nessia could deliver the news, the double doors of the Institute—heavy, reinforced glass that swung open with a pneumatic hiss—flew wide. The lobby went silent. It wasn’t a patient. It wasn't an ambulance.

It was a Goldendoodle. And she was on a mission.

The dog looked like a golden fluff of frantic energy, dragging a man behind her who looked like he’d just stumbled out of a spin class and into a nightmare. The dog wasn't just pulling; she was barreling toward the elevator bank, panting with a frantic, rhythmic intensity that sent a shiver down Theresa’s spine.

"Is that... a dog?" Barbara asked, her phone halfway to her ear as she prepared to record the madness. "And why does she look like she’s about to have a mid-life crisis?"

"That," Theresa sighed, standing up and smoothing her uniform, "is a medical emergency. And it is absolutely not in my job description."

From the elevators stepped the Wallace twins, Ryan and Brian. They moved with that synchronized, effortless grace that usually had the patients—and half the staff—forgetting their own names. They were the hospital’s Charge Nurses, a pair of men so handsome it was arguably a violation of OSHA regulations. They saw the dog. They didn't panic. They shared a look—a telepathic, fraternal communication that said, 'It’s Tuesday in Dallas, isn’t it?'

Ryan intercepted the Goldendoodle with the speed of a veteran linebacker. He caught the leash, braced his feet, and looked the frantic man in the eye. "Excuse me, sir, we are a human facility. Unless you’re here for an emergency C-section and you have excellent insurance, you’re going to have to take the canine to the vet down the street."

The dog yapped, looked Ryan dead in the eye, and collapsed right on the pristine white marble.

"She’s crowning!" someone screamed from the back of the waiting room.

The lobby erupted. A woman in a designer scarf fainted into a potted palm. A group of men in suits began filming on their phones. And then, as if on cue, the fire alarm started blaring—a high-pitched, soul-shattering screech that vibrated through the floorboards. Kobi, one of the residents, had obviously tried to toast a bagel in the breakroom toaster again, likely causing a small, localized apocalypse.

Deep in the heart of the surgical wing, Jeff Wallace, the Chief of Surgery, stood over a patient, his mask hiding a scowl of pure, concentrated fury. He was inches away from finishing a delicate repair when the siren went off, turning the OR into a strobe-light nightmare.

"Is that the fire alarm?" Jeff barked, his voice echoing off the stainless steel. "If someone is cooking in the lounge, I am going to personally revoke their medical license!"

Maple Bizzell, standing opposite him, barely looked up. She was the calmest woman in the state of Texas, even when the ceiling was potentially on fire. "Jeff, ignore the alarm. Focus on the stitch. And for the love of all that is holy, please tell me that sound in the hallway isn't a literal animal giving birth."

"It’s the Wallace Institute," Tameika Lane, the anesthesiologist, chimed in, her voice bored as she adjusted a dial on her monitor. "Expect the unexpected. Last week, it was a guy who got his head stuck in a cello. Today? It’s a dog. Tomorrow? Who knows."

As the chaos outside the OR reached a fever pitch—dogs, alarms, screaming socialites, and the twins trying to maintain order—Jeff gripped his instrument tighter. This was his hospital. His name was on the building. And if he had to deliver a puppy while performing a surgery just to get through the shift, he was going to do it in style.
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Chapter 2: The Suture, the Squeak, and the Marketing Opportunity
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The fire alarm had finally been silenced, its shriek dying out like a temper tantrum in a toddler’s playpen, but the air inside The Wallace Institute remained thick—a cocktail of expensive floor wax, residual panic, and the unmistakable, metallic tang of an OR that had seen too much.

Inside OR-1, the temperature was set to a crisp, skin-tightening sixty-eight degrees, but Jeff Wallace was sweating under his surgical cap. He peered into the cavity of his patient, a local oil tycoon who had checked in three hours ago complaining of "a general sense of melancholy" and was currently on the table for what should have been a standard gallbladder removal.

"I’m seeing a significant obstruction," Jeff muttered, his voice muffled by his mask, brow furrowed deep enough to hold a pencil. "And I assure you, it is not an organ."

Maple Bizzell, standing opposite him with the calm demeanor of a woman who had once performed a stitch-up during an earthquake, didn’t even look up from her own work. "Define 'obstruction,' Jeff. Are we talking about a rogue surgical sponge, a misplaced gallbladder, or something that is going to require a dedicated PR team and a press conference to explain to the medical board?"

Jeff reached in with his long, silver forceps, his movements practiced and steady despite the mounting absurdity of the day. He probed, he pulled, and he paused.

There was a faint, pathetic, and distinctly high-pitched squeak.

The OR staff froze. Even the overhead lights seemed to flicker in disapproval. Jeff held his hand up, his forceps hovering in the sterile air. Dangling from the tip of the instrument was a miniature, battery-operated rubber ducky, complete with a tiny, molded captain’s hat that looked suspiciously like a miniature version of a naval officer’s cap.

Tameika Lane, the anesthesiologist, stationed at the head of the table like a pilot at the helm of a sinking ship, peered over her monitors. She let out a sharp, punctuated laugh that quickly dissolved into a cough to hide her amusement. "A duck, Jeff? Seriously? That man didn't have melancholy; he had a bath toy infestation. Did you check for a rubber boat in his appendix?"

"How?" Jeff demanded, his voice tight, veins pulsing in his neck. "Who performs a procedure—or whatever back-alley nonsense he had done before he came to our facility—and leaves a nautical-themed toy inside? And why, for the love of all that is holy, is it still squeaking?"

"The real question," Rachel Crittenden added from the anesthesia cart, her tone as dry as the Mojave Desert, "is whether we charge him for the toy as a 'premium anatomical accessory' or if we log it as lost-and-found. It really is a delightful shade of yellow."

"It’s not funny, Rachel!" Jeff snapped, though he couldn't help but stare at the duck as it seemed to mock him with its painted-on smile.

Outside in the hallway, the situation with the Goldendoodle had transitioned from a medical mystery to a hostage situation. The twins, Ryan and Brian, had successfully corralled the dog into a supply closet that was mercifully soundproofed, lined with enough towels to absorb the Atlantic. Ryan was currently on one knee, his scrubs pristine despite the flurry of fur, checking the dog’s vitals with a stethoscope that cost more than most people’s monthly rent.

"She’s stable, but agitated," Ryan said, looking up at his brother. "Brian, I’m seeing a pattern here. First, the guy with the cello lodged in his torso. Then the billionaire with a naval fleet in his abdomen. Now a dog in labor. Are we a hospital, or are we the final act of a very surreal fever dream?"

Brian, who was currently busy trying to negotiate with a confused, panicked security guard who wanted to call animal control, didn't look back. "We’re the Wallace Institute, Ry. We don't do 'normal.' Normal doesn't get you a feature in the Dallas Business Journal, and it certainly doesn't pay for these marble floors. Besides," he added, glancing at the closet door as a series of muffled yelps echoed from within, "that dog is about to become a mother to a small, furry army. We’re going to need more linens. And somebody find out if there’s a vet in the building who isn't currently hiding in the breakroom."

Back in the OR, the tension was shattered by a frantic, rhythmic knocking on the heavy surgical door. It was Danielle Christopher, the nurse, her face pale as a sheet.

"Dr. Wallace?" she called out, barely cracking the door. "Lashanda Session is on the warpath. She heard about the dog. She’s currently in the elevator with a camera crew and a marketing intern. She says if the puppies are born on our floor, she wants them branded with the hospital logo for the new 'Legacy of Care' campaign."

Jeff looked at the rubber duck, then at the unconscious billionaire, and finally at the ceiling, as if looking for divine intervention—or a quick exit strategy.

"Tell Lashanda," Jeff said, his voice dropping into a dangerous, low register, "that if she wants a branded puppy, she can deliver it herself. I am currently extracting a merchant navy from a billionaire, and I have absolutely no interest in becoming a midwife for a Golden-anything."

He looked at Maple, who was finally, undeniably, suppressing a laugh behind her mask.

"Don't you dare," Jeff warned.

"I’m not saying a word," Maple replied, her eyes dancing with wicked amusement. "I’m just wondering if the duck has a matching floatie for the recovery room. He’s going to be awfully lonely in the biohazard bin."
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The automatic double doors to the surgery wing didn’t just open; they hissed with the pneumatic arrogance of a billionaire’s private jet door.

Lashanda Session, the CEO of The Wallace Institute, swept into the hallway like she was walking a runway at Fashion Week, not a sterile hospital zone. She was wearing a custom-tailored power suit that was the color of a fresh, bruised plum, paired with heels so sharp they could have performed a laminectomy in a pinch. Trailing behind her like a nervous, underpaid shadow was Brandon, a marketing intern who was currently sweating through his shirt, frantically trying to record the scene on a high-end gimbal while dodging a frantic janitor wielding a mop bucket.

"Jeff! Maple!" Lashanda’s voice rang out, clear, melodic, and entirely indifferent to the fact that she was currently standing in a restricted surgical corridor. "I heard we have a media opportunity in the supply closet. I need the lighting adjusted, and for heaven’s sake, someone get that dog a silk pillow. We are branding this as the 'Wallace Institute Miracle Arrival.' It’s the perfect counter-narrative to that unfortunate incident with the cello last week."

Jeff Wallace stepped out of OR-1, still struggling to peel off his blue latex gloves, which were sticking to his skin from the humidity. His face was a mask of sheer, unadulterated exhaustion, his brow furrowed so deeply it looked like he was trying to solve a complex math equation with his forehead. "Lashanda, get that camera out of here. Right now. We have a billionaire on the table who is currently missing a rubber duck, and I am not having a puppy social media takeover interfere with my OR turnover."

"A duck?" Lashanda paused, her eyebrows arching in a perfect, micro-bladed curve. "Is that the theme? Duck-themed medicine? I love the creativity, Jeff—really, I do—but focus. Branding is everything. If that dog gives birth to a litter of 'Wallace Babies,' our stock prices go up by three points by morning. It’s synergy."

Before Jeff could retort, a muffled, high-pitched yip-yip-yip echoed from the supply closet, followed by a frustrated, booming shout from Brian Wallace: "She’s not having 'Wallace Babies,' Lashanda! She’s having a nervous breakdown, and I’m out of sterile towels! Also, why is there a camera crew in the sterile zone? Do you want a staph infection, because that’s how you get a staph infection!"

At that exact moment, the intake trio—Theresa, Barbara, and Nessia—came sprinting around the corner, looking like they’d just seen a ghost or a very angry IRS auditor.

"The waiting room!" Theresa gasped, clutching her chest, her oversized glasses sliding down her nose. "The lobby has been breached! Mr. Henderson’s wife is here, and she’s demanding to know why her husband has been in surgery for six hours for a 'minor gallbladder adjustment.' She’s brought a lawyer, a private investigator, and—I kid you not—a professional bagpipe player!"

"A bagpipe player?" Dee Anderson, the COO, appeared from the elevators, looking as if she’d slept in her blazer and lost the argument with her alarm clock. "Why in the name of all that is holy is there a bagpipe player in my hospital?"

"He’s here for the 'emotional support' of the wife!" Nessia shouted over the sudden, shrill, and entirely unwelcome drone of a bagpipe beginning to warm up in the distance. The sound was like a swarm of angry bees trapped in a vacuum cleaner.

Lashanda didn't even flinch. She simply adjusted her blazer and turned to the shivering intern. "Brandon, film the bagpipe. It adds an 'international, cultured flair' to the narrative. And Jeff—" she poked a manicured finger toward the supply closet—"I want those puppies swaddled in custom embroidered Wallace-logo blankets. Get it done!"

Inside the supply closet, the dog—a golden, fluffy whirlwind of pure maternal instinct—decided that enough was enough. She nudged the door open with her snout, stumbled out into the hallway, and promptly walked with surprising dignity straight up to the bagpipe player, who had just started a very enthusiastic, very loud, and very flat version of "Amazing Grace."

The dog sat down, looked at the instrument, and let out a long, howling bark that perfectly, and hauntingly, matched the pitch of the bagpipe.

"It’s a duet," Tameika whispered from the doorway, her hands tucked deep into her pockets, watching the scene with the detached, terrified fascination of a scientist observing a chemical reaction that was about to explode. "The Wallace Institute now features live music, wildlife, and a billionaire with a toy fetish. We’ve peaked, haven't we?"

"We haven't even started," Jeff muttered, rubbing his temples as he watched his CEO attempt to hand a glossy, gold-embossed business card to the panting dog.
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The cafeteria at The Wallace Institute was a cavernous, glass-walled sanctuary of marble countertops, overpriced kale salads, and lukewarm lattes. It was designed to look like a high-end bistro in Uptown, but at exactly 12:15 PM, it transformed into the most dangerous social minefield in Dallas.

It happened the moment the double doors swung open.

Jeff Wallace walked in first, his white coat unbuttoned, his stride carrying the effortless, terrifying authority of a man who held the city’s heartbeats in his hands every single day. Flanking him like two high-end security details were the twins, Ryan and Brian.

They were, for all intents and purposes, biological mirrors of their father—the same sharp, angular jawlines, the same piercing, observant eyes, and the same fluid, predatory habit of moving through a space like they owned the zip code and had already put a down payment on the one next to it.

The cafeteria didn’t just go quiet; it went still.

A group of travel nurses at the corner table dropped their forks with a synchronized clatter. A pharmaceutical rep from a top-tier firm, who had been mid-pitch, froze with her mouth slightly agape, her brain clearly short-circuiting as she tried to determine if she was seeing triplets or if the stress of the shift was finally inducing mass hallucinations.

"Don't look," Brian whispered, his voice a low, melodic rumble that did absolutely nothing to hide his amusement. "The HR director is doing the 'triple-take' again. She’s staring so hard
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