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      Sandy Hughes stared into the steaming, dark amber liquid in her blue porcelain mug as if she could extract nine hours of sleep from it. Aroma from the peppermint tea she’d optimistically tucked in with two English Breakfast bags attempted to make it through her sinuses to her brain.

      But all Sandy got was the odd sensation of disconnection between her slow-moving body and her nearly comatose mind.

      Turned out these twenty-four hour shifts in the ER truly were a game for the young. Or at least a game for the much younger than her.

      She sipped the tea, pleased she’d let it cool to exactly the right temperature even when she was groggy. Her tongue and mouth sent an invigorating heat warning out along the Nervous System Express, but no signs of lasting damage. Hopefully the caffeine molecules would follow the same pathway so she could manage to get up from her desk and head back out.

      The (hopefully empty) halls of the finest teaching hospital in Chicago awaited, along with what sometimes seemed like a seething horde of medical residents. Even at nearly the halfway mark of the twenty-first century, nothing could quite replace hands-on training with experienced supervision.

      Sandy took another long sip, then forced her tired eyes to move, to focus on her surroundings.

      Old-fashioned wooden desk, pale oak scarred from at least three generations of docs. She suspected it was still there because no one was motivated enough to cart it out of the narrow office door or willing to chop it up into firewood.

      Scratchy blue sofa only as ancient as her own undergraduate years and lugged around ever since. Primarily because, with the addition of one of her Granny Hughes’s lovely Appalachian piecework quilts, that sofa was the best napping surface ever discovered. Even if an hour-long nap only made the long shift feel worse, Sandy never could resist.

      White walls loaded up with black metal bookshelves, in turn loaded up with decidedly unusual paper and leather medical reference books Sandy had collected since she was in high school. Sure, she carried a pocket-sized computerized assistant and diagnostic aid, just like everyone else on the floor did. Including the residents and other students, who were far too dependent on the things. But when she had the time and leisure, nothing compared to the satisfaction of finding her answers in fragrant paper between those gorgeous textured covers.

      Some part of Sandy—the part more active when she was asleep than awake—knew there were times the pocket computer wouldn’t have the data. Or it would glitch or fail or simply miss a diagnosis. Never see a connection a human brain would catch, even a tired one.

      And so deep down inside Sandy could ignore it more often than not, her recurring dreams were starting to convince her that someday PocketDocs and all the other electronics people were certain they couldn’t live without would fail.

      Permanently.

      When they all crashed headlong into humanity’s greatest test since the last Ice Age.

      She shook herself, finished the tea, and got to her aching feet with a groan. No time for dwelling on her nightmares, no matter how strongly they carried the weight of onrushing reality.

      Not when some perfectly ordinary person living their ordinary life could be hauled into the ER at any second, thrust unsuspecting into a waking nightmare and depending on Sandy and everyone else to bring them through.

      She ran her hands over the sensible braid she used to keep her dark blonde hair wrangled and presentable on nights like this, then brushed the wrinkles out of her purple scrubs. Slipping on her thigh-length white coat covered the worst of it, so she wasn’t sure why she bothered. Probably a lingering concern with looking presentable left over from her rural Virginia childhood, one that didn’t apply during the survive-if-you-can hours ahead.

      Time to help guide the next crop of doctors in the mysterious ways of Staying Awake Longer than Humanly (or Humanely) Possible. And maybe teach them a thing or two along the way.

      The hallway outside her first floor office was indeed empty, and the antiseptic burn of recent robotic cleaning forced Sandy’s gray matter into a bit more alertness. The emerald green-tiled floor sparkled under the overhead lighting, making up for the cold, early twilight of January against the windows.

      Modern as that eerie, automated cleaning staff might be, along with the state of the art equipment in the ER and every other room, the hospital itself was even older than Sandy’s beloved desk. Parts of the building were over a hundred years old, with secret glimpses of those gorgeous sturdy bones waiting for those who knew where to look.

      One of the younger ER docs—the great-great nephew of one of the original architects—had shown Sandy a few groovy Mid-century Modern and even Art Deco façades hidden in dusty sections of the administration wing. Kurt Robinson had been absolutely bursting that day with family pride and excitement about working right here.

      But dwelling on the curves and beauty of the past and how little of it remained in blocky modern design wouldn’t get her through the next several hours.

      With no noise but the rubbery squeak of her black leather shoes, Sandy allowed herself to imagine the last six hours of her shift could possibly stay as calm as this quiet walk.

      She even managed to quiet down uneasy ripples from her nap as they bubbled to the  surface inside her head. Unpleasant as those streamers and whispers from her unconscious mind could be (her husband called them aftershocks), the fact that Sandy managed to send them packing let her know she was more or less awake.

      Awake enough to get through a slow shift, anyway.

      Still no noise or smells or signs of panic ahead. Maybe this would be a calm evening after all. Easy enough to think that when she was still twenty feet away from the emergency room double doors.

      As was far too often the case, all hell didn’t break loose after she triggered the automatic sensor and the staff doors swung open.
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      The three residents, two nurses, and two med students clustered around the bed in the middle of the white-partitioned walls of the treatment bay to her left turned toward her at once. Wide, frightened eyes in all those faces brought Sandy up short, and her shoes let out a ringing chirp against the polished floor.

      The person on the raised diagnostic bed in the middle of the crowd answered with an ear-splitting shriek and thrashed hard enough against the chest restraints to nearly tip the heavy bed.

      “What the hell?” Sandy said, charging forward. “Report, now!”

      One of the most promising of the residents, a young Mexican woman with warm brown skin and black braids as thick as Sandy’s blonde ones, stepped close enough to speak into Sandy’s ear over the continued screaming.

      “Thirteen-year-old male, Ricky Edwards. Unconscious when his parents brought him in. Vitals good, no signs of trauma, QuikTox came back negative. Found him on a couch in the living room an hour ago, and he’s been out that whole time. As soon as they got him in the doors out front, he started screaming.”

      The boy’s cries slowed and dropped an octave, and Sandy’s shoulders and neck started to unknot.

      “Had you treated him with anything before that started, Dr. Sandoval?”

      “No, ma’am. He calmed down when we brought him back here, away from the other patients. And, well, even more when we all stood around him.”

      Sandy blinked. She glanced up at the attending doc she’d been thinking about on her walk, and he nodded. At nearly six and a half feet tall with huge green eyes, a red goatee, and a gleaming bald head, Kurt Robinson was unmistakable in a crowd no matter how crazy things got around here.

      Those eyes didn’t look as tired as Sandy’s felt, and they held a trace of a smile.

      “She’s right,” he said, shrugging, his voice barely above a whisper. “What the kid seems to need is quiet and company.”

      “Don’t we all,” Sandy said. “That doesn’t help us figure out what’s wrong and how to fix it. Suggestions?”

      Dr. Sandoval glanced back at the bed, and Sandy followed her gaze. The big display panel above the African-American boy’s head showed green across the board, not a single alert to be seen. Even his heart rate, which had to have been elevated when he was screaming and thrashing around, was normal.

      “It doesn’t seem to be seizure activity,” Dr. Sandoval said, turning back to Sandy. “Nothing the bed’s scanner can pick up, at least. Since noise seems to set it off, or other patients, I don’t think that’s it. No fever or abnormal ear discharge, and he’s not overly sensitive to light.”

      Sandy nodded, concentrating on keeping her mouth shut and her expression neutral. As her junior in this situation, Kurt did the same. She remembered being that nervous resident, so afraid of missing something on the checklist that she had to learn to step outside of it. Outside of her own chosen concentration and over to someone else’s.

      Come on, kid. We treat more than the body in this place.

      Dr. Sandoval raised her chin and looked Sandy in the eyes.

      “I suggest we monitor his vital signs and call in a psych consult. Dr. Tahara if she’s on-shift.”

      Sandy allowed herself a quick smile.

      “Agreed. Why did you pick Dr. Tahara?”

      “She’s got the best bedside,” Dr. Sandoval said. “If any patient ever needed a calming presence, it’s this one.”

      “Good,” Sandy said. “I’ll send the alert and warn her about the shoe noise. Sorry about that.”

      Sandy pulled out her PocketDoc, watching Kurt and Dr. Sandoval walk carefully back to the bed. The boy, Ricky, was still moving his arms and legs, turning his head back and forth, but he’d downshifted to a low mutter.

      She tapped out a quick note to Dr. Jane Tahara—the best psychologist on-staff and Sandy’s best friend since they were the ones sweating out med school.

      Through residencies and pregnancies, no one besides her husband knew more about Sandy’s day-to-day.

      But even Jane didn’t know about the odd dreams that came true more often than Sandy admitted to anyone else.

      Kurt again towered beside her when she finished, his arms crossed, watching the crowd around the one occupied bed. She’d only been working with him a couple of years, but he’d proven to be a solid, reliable partner when it came to wrangling baby docs as much as upset patients. He’d make a fantastic lead in his great-great uncle’s hospital when the time came.

      “What do you think’s happening?” she said.

      He shook his head. “Damned if I know. Parents are worried half to death, said he’d been getting quiet and moody the last couple of months, but they thought it was typical thirteen-year-old boy stuff. No problems in school besides the usual. Good grades, ordinary family life.”

      “Deaths, divorces, diseases?”

      “Not a thing according to mom and dad. Said Ricky hasn’t been sleeping well, so at first they weren’t worried when they found him. Thought he was just taking a nap. An hour passed, and he hadn’t moved. When they couldn’t wake him, they loaded him up and brought him in.”

      Kurt jerked his chin toward admissions. “Mom works at an engineering firm across the street, so she knew how to get here faster than an emergency pickup could get there. They’re out front, good people who love their kid. I asked them to sit tight out there when the screaming started.”

      Sandy, Kurt, and everyone else besides the boy turned when the staff doors opened again. Jane Tahara leaned in, looked around, then walked silently over to Sandy. Her straight brown hair was pulled back into its usual
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