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CHAPTER ONE
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The thing about running a code at three in the morning is that your body doesn't know you've only had four hours of sleep and half a granola bar since Tuesday. Adrenaline is a beautiful liar. It whispers you've got this while you're doing chest compressions hard enough to crack ribs, while you're shouting orders over the controlled chaos of a trauma bay, while you're fighting against the universe's apparent decision that tonight, Mr. Delgado's luck has finally run out.

"Nurse Rhodes, where are we?"

"Pushing another round of epi," I said, my voice steadier than my hands. "Come on, Mr. D. Don't do this to me."

Miguel Delgado was seventy-three years old, diabetic, and a frequent flyer in our ER—the kind of patient whose name you know because you've seen him six times in the past year. Chest pain. Shortness of breath. One memorable incident involving a ladder and a cat that definitely did not need rescuing. He always brought homemade tamales for the nurses' station when he got discharged, and he always called me mija even though I was about as Latina as a mayonnaise sandwich.

He was not supposed to die tonight.

"V-fib," someone called out. "Charging to two hundred."

"Clear!"

His body jerked. The monitor screamed its flat, monotonous accusation.

"Nothing. Still in V-fib."

"Again. Charge to three hundred." I kept my compressions steady, counting in my head, trying not to think about the way his skin was turning gray under the fluorescent lights. "Come on, Mr. D. I know you can hear me. Your daughter is in the waiting room. She brought pictures of the grandbaby."

"Clear!"

Another jolt. Another flatline.

"Where's Dr. Vance?" I heard myself ask, and I hated the way it sounded—like a child calling for a parent, like I couldn't handle this myself. I'd been an ER nurse for five years. I'd run dozens of codes. I didn't need Elena Vance to swoop in and save the day.

But God, I wanted her to.

The trauma bay doors swung open, and the air in the room shifted. You could feel it—the way everyone straightened, the way the chaos suddenly had a center of gravity. Dr. Elena Vance walked in like she owned the space, because she did. She was tall and angular in a way that made her look like she'd been designed by someone who believed in efficiency over aesthetics, except the final product had come out devastatingly beautiful anyway. Dark hair pulled back in a bun so tight it probably gave her migraines. Sharp cheekbones. Sharper eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses that she somehow made look like a threat.

She took one look at the monitor, one look at Mr. Delgado, and said, "How long?"

"Eighteen minutes." My voice cracked on the number.

Something flickered across her face—there and gone so fast I almost missed it. Then the mask was back, and she was pure command. "Epi?"

"Three rounds."

"Bicarb?"

"One."

"Rhythm?"

"V-fib, unresponsive to shock at three hundred."

Dr. Vance moved to the bedside, her hands already reaching for the chart, her eyes scanning the data with that terrifying focus that made you feel like she could see through walls. Through skin. Through all the desperate hope you were trying to hide behind professionalism.

"His K is elevated," she said. "Calcium chloride. And let's try amiodarone before the next shock."

"Already pushed amio," I said. "Before you got here."

She looked at me then—really looked, not the dismissive glance she gave most people. Her eyes were gray, the color of rain on concrete, and just as unforgiving. "Good. You're doing everything right, Rhodes."

It shouldn't have mattered. Five words from my attending, nothing special. But my stupid heart did a complicated little gymnastics routine anyway, because apparently I was a golden retriever in a past life and Elena Vance had just told me I was a good girl.

Focus, Casey. Man dying. Not the time.

"Calcium's in," someone said. "Charging again."

"Everyone clear." Dr. Vance's voice was calm, almost conversational. Like she was ordering coffee. Like she didn't have a man's life literally in her hands. "Clear."

The shock hit. The monitor shrieked. And then—

Nothing.

I stared at the flat green line like I could will it to jump by sheer force of wanting. The room was silent except for the machines, the hum of the fluorescents, the sound of someone's shoe squeaking against the linoleum.

"Asystole," the tech said quietly.

"Continue compressions." Dr. Vance's voice was crisp. "Let's give him two more minutes."

I switched out with another nurse, my arms screaming from the exertion. Two minutes. Two minutes of watching someone else pound on Mr. Delgado's chest while I stood there with my hands clenched at my sides, thinking about tamales and grandbabies and the way he'd laughed last month when I told him he needed to stop climbing ladders.

"Mija, at my age, what's the point of being careful? I've already lived longer than I expected."

The two minutes felt like two hours. Dr. Vance watched the monitor, her face carved from stone. I watched her, because I couldn't look at Mr. Delgado anymore, and because watching Elena Vance was the only thing that made sense in a world that had stopped making sense about twenty minutes ago.

Finally, she spoke. "Time of death, 3:47 AM."

The room exhaled. Someone turned off the defibrillator. Someone else started cleaning up, moving with the quiet efficiency of people who had done this too many times before. I just stood there, frozen, staring at the sheet someone was pulling over Mr. Delgado's face.

"Nurse Rhodes." Dr. Vance's voice cut through the fog. "I need you to—"

"I'm fine." The words came out too fast, too bright. Classic Casey deflection. I could feel my smile sliding into place like muscle memory, the one that said everything's under control, nothing to see here. "I'll clean up in here. Someone should go talk to the family."

"I'll handle the family." Her eyes narrowed slightly, like she could see right through my bullshit. Which she probably could. Elena Vance saw everything. "Take a break, Rhodes. That's an order."

"I said I'm fine."

"And I said take a break." She held my gaze for a long moment, something unreadable passing through those gray eyes. Then she was gone, white coat disappearing through the trauma bay doors, leaving me alone with a dead man and the ruins of a code I couldn't save.

I made it approximately four and a half minutes before I broke.

The break room was empty, thank God. It was a sad little space—worn couch, humming vending machine, motivational poster that said "Teamwork Makes the Dream Work" in a font that felt personally offensive at 4 AM. I sank onto the couch, put my head in my hands, and let the tears come.

I wasn't supposed to cry. Nurses weren't supposed to cry, not over patients, not after five years in the ER. You learned to compartmentalize. You learned that getting too attached made you bad at your job, that caring too much would eat you alive. I'd watched a dozen nurses burn out because they couldn't find the off switch, couldn't stop taking it home with them, couldn't figure out how to be a person when they weren't saving lives.

But Mr. Delgado had called me mija. He'd brought tamales. He'd survived a heart attack two years ago, and a stroke six months after that, and I'd held his hand through physical therapy and told him he was going to be fine, and I'd meant it, and now he was dead and his daughter was in the waiting room with pictures of a grandbaby he'd never hold, and I couldn't—

I couldn't—

"Casey."

My head snapped up. Dr. Vance was standing in the doorway, her white coat gone, her arms crossed over her chest. She looked almost human without the coat. Almost soft. Her hair was still pulled back, but a few strands had escaped, falling around her face in a way that made her look younger. Tired.

"I'm fine," I said automatically, swiping at my eyes. "Just needed a minute. I'll be back on the floor in—"

"Move over."

I blinked at her. "What?"

She walked to the couch, sat down next to me, and stared straight ahead at the "Teamwork" poster. She didn't say anything. Didn't offer platitudes or ask if I wanted to talk or tell me it would get easier. She just sat there, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her arm against mine, and waited.

The silence stretched. The vending machine hummed. Somewhere down the hall, someone laughed—sharp and sudden, the kind of laugh that happened in hospitals at 4 AM when everything was absurd and terrible and you had to find humor somewhere or go insane.

"He called me mija," I heard myself say. "I'm not even—I don't speak Spanish. I took French in high school. But he'd always—" My voice cracked. "He was a good person, Dr. Vance. He didn't deserve—"

"No," she said quietly. "He didn't."

"How do you do it?" I turned to look at her, really look, and for once she didn't have her armor up. She looked exhausted. Human. Beautiful in a way that made my chest ache for reasons that had nothing to do with grief. "How do you stay so calm when everything is falling apart?"

She was quiet for a long moment. Then, so softly I almost didn't hear it: "I'm not calm. I just got very good at pretending."

Before I could respond to that—before I could unpack all the implications of Dr. Elena Vance, Ice Queen of the ER, admitting she wasn't as cold as she seemed—she pulled out her phone and started tapping.

"What are you doing?"

"Something stupid." She didn't look up. "I'm blaming you."

"Blaming me for what?"

"For this." She turned the phone toward me. On the screen was a flight confirmation. Two tickets. Leaving in four hours. Destination: Miami.

I stared at it. Then at her. Then back at it. "I—what?"

"We both have the next three days off. I was supposed to reorganize my closet and read journal articles and generally continue being exactly as boring as everyone assumes I am." She slipped the phone back in her pocket, and something in her expression shifted—a crack in the ice, a glimpse of something desperate underneath. "But I can't do it. Not tonight. I can't go home to an empty apartment and pretend I'm fine. I need—I don't know what I need. But I think it involves a beach and an absurd amount of tequila, and I'd rather not drink alone."

"Dr. Vance—"

"Elena." Her voice was sharp. "If we're going to do this, you're not calling me Dr. Vance while we're sitting on a beach watching the sunrise. That would be unbearably awkward."

"Elena." It felt strange in my mouth. Intimate. Like I was getting away with something. "You can't just—you bought two tickets? Without asking me?"

"I'll cancel yours if you say no. I'll go alone. But I'm going, Casey. I have to." She finally looked at me, and her eyes were bright with something I couldn't name. Grief, maybe. Exhaustion. The same bone-deep weariness I felt in my own chest, reflected back at me. "Come with me. Please."

Please. Dr. Elena Vance said please. To me. Casey Rhodes, chaos magnet, professional deflector, nurse who'd just ugly-cried on a break room couch over a patient she should have been able to save.

"I don't have anything packed," I said weakly.

"You have four hours."

"I don't even know if I have a swimsuit that fits."

"We'll buy you one."

"This is insane."

"Yes." A ghost of a smile flickered across her face—the first I'd ever seen on her, soft and surprising and gone too fast. "That's rather the point."

I should have said no. I should have gone home to my apartment, crawled into bed, processed my grief like a normal person. I should have kept the professional boundaries that existed between an ER nurse and her attending physician, boundaries that were there for good reasons, boundaries I'd been carefully maintaining for two years while trying very hard not to think about how Elena Vance's voice did something complicated to my insides.

Instead, I heard myself say: "Fine. But I'm picking the music in the Uber."

"Absolutely not."

"I'm a traumatized nurse who just lost a patient. You have to be nice to me."

"I don't have to do anything." But she was almost smiling again, and something in my chest unwound just a little. "Four hours, Rhodes. Pack a bag. I'll text you the details."

She stood, smoothed her shirt, and walked out without looking back—pure Dr. Vance, all business, like she hadn't just done the most impulsive thing I'd ever witnessed from someone who color-coded her desk supplies.

I sat there for a long moment, staring at the "Teamwork" poster, my heart doing something it definitely shouldn't have been doing.

Miami. Three days. Elena Vance in a swimsuit.

This was either going to be exactly what I needed, or the worst decision I'd ever made.

Probably both.

I was already grabbing my phone to check my bank account when the door opened again. Elena's head poked through, her expression somewhere between annoyed and vulnerable.

"For the record," she said, "I don't actually know why I'm doing this. You're the only person I've told about my mother. The only person who makes me laugh at work. The only person I—" She stopped, shook her head. "Never mind. Just be ready in four hours."

And then she was gone, leaving me with a flight confirmation, a dead patient, and the sudden, terrifying realization that I'd been in love with Elena Vance for a lot longer than I'd been willing to admit.

The vending machine hummed its indifferent song.

I pulled out my phone and texted Priya: Something just happened. I'll explain later. Cover my plants?

Her response was immediate: wtf? Are you okay?

I honestly have no idea.

I grabbed my bag, took one last look at the break room, and headed for the door. Behind me, the poster smiled its corporate smile.

Teamwork makes the dream work.

I had a feeling I was about to find out just how much trouble that kind of teamwork could get me into.
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I had made a catastrophic error in judgment.

This was not an unfamiliar feeling. I made errors in judgment constantly—everyone did—but I had spent the better part of thirty-six years constructing systems to minimize their impact. Checklists. Protocols. A color-coded calendar that governed every aspect of my existence with the ruthless efficiency of a benevolent dictator. I did not do spontaneous. I did not do impulsive. I certainly did not buy plane tickets for impromptu beach vacations with coworkers I had complicated, inadvisable feelings about.

And yet.

I sat in the terminal at 5:47 AM, watching travelers shuffle past with their rolling suitcases and their exhausted children and their Starbucks cups clutched like religious artifacts, and I wondered what the hell I had been thinking.

The answer, of course, was that I hadn't been thinking. That was the problem. For approximately seven minutes in that break room, watching Casey Rhodes cry over a patient we couldn't save, I had stopped thinking entirely. I had looked at her—really looked, past the deflecting jokes and the chaos and the smile she wielded like a shield—and I had seen something that cracked me open.

She cared. She cared so much it was destroying her, and she kept caring anyway, and I didn't know how to tell her that I understood. That I'd been exactly where she was, once. That the reason I'd built all my walls in the first place was because I knew what happened when you let yourself feel everything.

So instead of saying any of that, I'd bought plane tickets.

Excellent coping mechanism, Elena. Very healthy. Your therapist would be thrilled.

I checked my phone. 5:52. Casey's flight confirmation had been sent four hours ago. She hadn't texted since then—no updates, no "on my way," no indication that she was actually going to show up. Which was fine. This was fine. If she didn't come, I would simply board the plane alone, spend three days in Miami by myself, and never speak of this incident again.

The thought made something twist unpleasantly in my chest.

I pulled out my laptop, because if I was going to sit here spiraling, I might as well be productive about it. I had seventeen unread journal articles in my "to review" folder. I had case notes that needed updating. I had a strongly worded email to Dr. Chen that I'd been composing in my head for three weeks, ever since he'd "accidentally" taken credit for my trauma protocol improvements in a department meeting.

I opened a journal article on pediatric sepsis markers. Read the same sentence four times. Closed the laptop.

This was ridiculous. I was a board-certified emergency physician. I had graduated top of my class from Johns Hopkins. I had published twelve peer-reviewed papers and saved more lives than I could count. I did not get nervous waiting for a nurse at an airport.

Except Casey Rhodes wasn't just a nurse. She was—

She was the only person who made me laugh at work. The only person who could read my moods without me having to explain them. The only person who'd ever looked at me like I was more than my credentials, like she saw something behind the white coat worth knowing.

She was also nine years younger than me, a subordinate, and almost certainly straight. Which made this entire situation not just inadvisable but actively stupid.

My phone buzzed.

Wrong terminal. Coming. Don't leave without me.

I stared at the text for a long moment, something warm and inconvenient unfurling in my chest. Then I typed back: How did you end up at the wrong terminal?

In my defense, I've had four hours of sleep and I'm pretty sure my Uber driver was a serial killer.

That's not a defense. That's a cry for help.

Same thing. ETA 10 minutes. Save me a seat.

We have assigned seats.

Then save me an emotional seat. Idk Elena I'm very tired.

I caught myself smiling at my phone like an idiot and immediately stopped. This was a professional trip. A mental health break between colleagues. Nothing more.

The fact that I had spent twenty minutes this morning agonizing over which swimsuit to pack was entirely irrelevant.

Casey appeared twelve minutes later, looking like she'd been through several natural disasters on her way to the airport. Her curls—always wild, always escaping whatever half-hearted attempt she'd made to contain them—were particularly chaotic today, and there was a coffee stain on her shirt that she'd clearly tried to cover with a cardigan. She was dragging a suitcase that looked like it had been packed by a tornado, and she was grinning like she'd won the lottery.

"I made it!" She collapsed into the seat next to me, breathless. "Did you know there are two Terminal Cs in this airport? Because I didn't know that. I know it now. I know it intimately."

"There's only one Terminal C."

"Then where the hell was I?"

"I genuinely don't want to know." I handed her the coffee I'd bought twenty minutes ago, when I'd still been pretending I wasn't anxiously awaiting her arrival. "Drink this. You look like you need it."

She took the cup, stared at it, then stared at me. "You bought me coffee?"

"It's just coffee."

"You bought me coffee," she repeated, like I'd handed her a diamond ring. "And it's—" She took a sip, and her eyes went wide. "This is my order. Oat milk latte with an extra shot and vanilla."

"You order it every shift. It wasn't difficult to remember."

"Elena." Her voice was soft, wondering. "That's the nicest thing anyone's done for me in like six months."

"That's deeply concerning. You should raise your standards."

She laughed—that bright, surprised laugh that always caught me off guard, the one that made me feel like I'd accomplished something significant. "Maybe I should. But right now I'm just going to sit here and appreciate that my terrifying boss bought me coffee."

"I'm not terrifying."

"You made a resident cry last week."

"He deserved it. He missed a tension pneumothorax."

"You made him cry in front of the patient's family."

"The patient lived. I'd say my methods were effective."

Casey shook her head, still smiling. "You're a menace, Dr. Vance."

"I thought we agreed you were calling me Elena."

"That was when you were being nice to me. The coffee's wearing off." But she was still smiling, and something about the way she looked at me—warm, teasing, like we were sharing a secret—made it very difficult to maintain my composure.

I turned back to my laptop. Opened the sepsis article again. Pretended to read.

"So," Casey said, settling into her seat and pulling her legs up like she was preparing to camp there indefinitely. "Tell me the truth. What possessed Dr. Elena Vance, control freak extraordinaire, to buy impulsive plane tickets at four in the morning?"

"I already told you. I needed a break."

"Uh-huh. And you couldn't take a break by yourself because...?"

Because you were crying and I couldn't stand it. Because you looked at me like I could fix something and I wanted to try. Because I haven't been able to stop thinking about you for approximately eighteen months and I'm running out of ways to pretend that's normal.

"Because drinking alone is depressing," I said.

"Fair." She was quiet for a moment, sipping her coffee, and I could feel her watching me. "You know, in two years of working together, I don't think I've ever seen you take a real vacation."

"I take vacations."

"You took three days off last April to attend a medical conference in Chicago."

"That was educational."

"You went to a conference about burn treatment. We're not even a burn unit."

I didn't have a good response to that, so I said nothing.

Casey shifted closer, and I caught a whiff of her shampoo—something floral, probably too expensive for a nurse's salary, exactly the kind of impractical indulgence that was quintessentially her. "Can I ask you something personal?"

"You can ask. I reserve the right not to answer."

"When's the last time you did something just for fun? Not for your career, not because it was productive, just... because you wanted to?"

The question hit harder than it should have. I stared at the departure board, watching flights tick by, and tried to remember. There must have been something. A dinner out. A movie. A—

Nothing. I had nothing.

"I see," Casey said quietly, and there was no judgment in her voice. Just understanding. "Yeah. Same."

The boarding announcement saved me from having to respond.

On the plane, Casey claimed the window seat with the enthusiasm of a golden retriever spotting a squirrel. I took the aisle—easier access, more control over my environment—and tried not to notice how small the armrest was between us. How easy it would be to accidentally touch her.

"Oh my God, there are actual clouds out there." She pressed her face to the window as we taxied down the runway. "I haven't been on a plane in two years. This is exciting. Are you excited?"

"I'm experiencing a moderate level of anticipation."

"That's the saddest thing I've ever heard." She grinned at me. "By the end of this trip, I'm going to teach you how to feel enthusiasm again. It's going to be my personal mission."

"I feel enthusiasm."

"Name one thing that makes you enthusiastic."

"New research on trauma resuscitation protocols."

"That's work. Doesn't count."

"Fine." I thought about it. "Well-organized spreadsheets."

Casey stared at me for a long moment. Then she started laughing—not the polite laugh she used at work, but a real, full-body laugh that made her eyes crinkle and her shoulders shake.

"I'm being serious," I said.

"I know." She wiped her eyes. "That's what makes it funny. Oh, Elena. We're going to have so much work to do."

The plane lifted off, pressing us back into our seats, and Casey let out a little whoop of joy that made several passengers turn to look at her. She didn't seem to notice or care.

I watched her watch the city shrink below us, her face illuminated by the morning light through the window, and I thought: This is dangerous. This is so dangerous.

But I couldn't seem to make myself care.

An hour into the flight, after Casey had exhausted her enthusiasm for cloud-watching and the in-flight magazine ("Who reads these? Who actually considers buying a four-thousand-dollar massage chair from a plane catalog?"), the conversation shifted.

"So," she said, turning in her seat to face me. "We've worked together for two years and I barely know anything about you. That seems wrong."

"You know plenty about me."

"I know you're good at your job. I know you drink your coffee black like a psychopath. I know you have a sister because you mentioned her once." She ticked the items off on her fingers. "That's it. That's my entire Dr. Vance knowledge base."

"Elena."

"Elena." She smiled. "See? We're growing already."

I should have deflected. Changed the subject. Maintained the professional distance that had kept me safe for two years. But something about being thirty thousand feet in the air, trapped in a metal tube with nowhere to run, made the walls feel less necessary.

"What do you want to know?"

"Everything." She said it simply, like it was obvious. "But let's start with... why emergency medicine? You're obviously smart enough to do whatever you wanted. Why choose the one specialty that's basically controlled chaos?"

The honest answer was complicated. The easy answer was: "The adrenaline."

"Bullshit."

I blinked at her. "Excuse me?"

"That's the answer everyone gives. 'I love the fast pace, I thrive under pressure.' That's not you." She tilted her head, studying me. "You don't love chaos, Elena. You tolerate it because you're good at controlling it. So why put yourself in the middle of it every day?"

It was unnerving, being seen like that. I had spent years cultivating an image—calm, competent, untouchable—and Casey had just dismantled it in thirty seconds.

"My mother died when I was nineteen," I heard myself say. "Ruptured appendix. She'd been having abdominal pain for two days, but her doctor told her it was probably just stress. By the time she got to the ER, it was too late."

Casey's face softened. "Elena..."

"The ER doctor missed it too. He was overworked, undertrained, and he didn't take her symptoms seriously. By the time they caught the sepsis, she was already—" I stopped, swallowed. "She was forty-three. Younger than I am now."

"I'm so sorry."

"It was seventeen years ago." The words felt strange in my mouth—too clinical, too distant from the grief that still lived somewhere in my chest. "I went into emergency medicine because I wanted to be better than the doctor who let her die. I wanted to be the person who caught the thing everyone else missed. I wanted—"

I wanted control. I wanted the power to stop death from taking people when they weren't supposed to go. I wanted to never feel that helpless again.

"You wanted to save everyone," Casey said quietly. "Even when you can't."

"Yes." I met her eyes, and something passed between us—recognition, maybe. Understanding. "Even when I can't."

She reached over and covered my hand with hers. The touch was warm, solid, grounding in a way I hadn't expected. "That's why you stay late. Why you double-check everything. Why you're so hard on the residents." She squeezed my fingers. "You're trying to control something that can't be controlled."

"I know it's irrational."

"It's not irrational. It's human." She pulled her hand back, and I felt the loss of contact more acutely than I should have. "For what it's worth, I think your mom would be proud of you. You're a good doctor, Elena. An incredible one."

I didn't know how to respond to that, so I turned the conversation back on her. "What about you? Why nursing?"

"Oh, I'm not nearly as noble as you." She laughed, but there was something brittle underneath it. "I got into nursing because I wanted to help people, which is the most cliché answer possible. I stayed in nursing because..." She trailed off, looking out the window.

"Because?"

"Because I got pushed out of everywhere else."

I waited, sensing there was more. Casey was not usually one for silence—she filled every gap with words, with jokes, with energy—but now she seemed to be wrestling with something.

"I used to work at St. Michael's," she finally said. "Up in Boston. I loved it there. Great team, great patients, felt like I'd found my people." She took a breath. "And then I noticed one of the attendings was making mistakes. Serious ones. Charting things he hadn't done, cutting corners on protocols, showing up impaired."

My stomach tightened. I knew where this was going.

"I reported him. Did everything by the book—documented incidents, went to my supervisor, escalated when nothing happened." Her voice was flat now, distant. "Turned out he was golf buddies with the hospital administrator. So instead of investigating him, they investigated me. Suddenly I was 'difficult to work with.' I had 'problems with authority.' My evaluations went from excellent to barely passing overnight."

"Casey."

"They didn't fire me. They just made it impossible to stay. I resigned before they could push me out completely." She finally looked at me, and her smile was the saddest thing I'd ever seen. "So now I'm here. Starting over. Trying to figure out if doing the right thing was worth destroying my career over."

"It was." The words came out fierce, certain. "You did the right thing. The fact that they punished you for it says everything about them and nothing about you."

"You really believe that?"
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