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​Prologue: The Checkpoint
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Five Years Ago

Pediatric Unit – St. Jude’s Hospital

The ward hallway clock read 10:30 AM.

For Bwalya, a student doctor on her first call day, the time moved differently here—slow and heavy, weighted by the scent of illness and antiseptic.

Nurse Elizabeth guided a young woman toward the registration desk. The girl looked no older than a child herself, draped in a faded yellow blanket. Clinging to her chest was a baby—frail, pale, and visibly malnourished.

The sight struck Bwalya with a sobering force.

“Name?” Nurse Elizabeth asked, her tone firm and measured.

“Juliet,” the young woman replied softly, her voice tinged with submission.

“And your age?”

“I’m seventeen.”

The nurse’s gaze shifted to the bundled infant. “What’s the name and age of the baby?”

“Her name is Mandy. She’ll be turning eleven months in four days.”

“What brings you in today?”

“Her body’s been running hot,” Juliet said, her fingers tightening around the blanket. “She hasn’t been feeding well, and she’s been coughing all through the night.”

Once the vitals were recorded, Juliet was sent to Room One. Mandy’s eyes fluttered closed, and she settled into a peaceful sleep, oblivious to her mother’s anxious vigil.

“Good morning, Miss Juliet.”

Doctor Elijah, the attending physician, sat behind his desk. He had hesitated initially, unsure of how to address the teenage mother, but a glance at her tender, fearful features prompted him to offer respect rather than judgment.

“How long has she been this way?” he asked, approaching the bedside.

“She started crying uncontrollably on Thursday,” Juliet replied. “So that’s... two days ago.”

“Three days ago,” Doctor Elijah corrected softly. He noted the weary shadows under Juliet’s eyes.

He examined the child, his hands gentle and practiced. “From what I see, Mandy shows signs of pneumonia. I’ll need to order a few confirmatory tests.” He scribbled notes on a blue sheet of paper and handed it to the nurse. “Once the lab results come back, admit her. She’s stable for now, but I’d prefer to keep her for observation.”

He turned to Juliet with a reassuring smile.

“There’s no need for alarm,” he said. “We’ll monitor her overnight. By tomorrow morning, I’ll review her condition and plan our next steps.”

The reassurance felt solid. Absolute.

Later that afternoon, Bwalya followed Dr. Elijah on his rounds. When they reached Room One, the change was palpable.

“Ah, Mandy,” Doctor Elijah said, checking the vitals. The child was breathing easier. The fever had broken. “It seems you’ve really improved. By the looks of things, you should be going home any time now. You can finally get some rest, mother.”

Juliet beamed. Bwalya smiled.

It was a good day.

The sun gave way to the moon, wrapping the hospital in a deceptive tranquility.

The scream shattered it.

“Code Grey! Code Grey!”

The cry from the pediatric unit pierced the night, signaling respiratory distress. Bwalya’s heart hammered against her ribs as she sprinted toward the source, her student instincts warring with blind panic.

She burst into Room One.

The scene before her was a nightmare rendered in high contrast. The attending doctor was drenched in sweat, feverishly compressing little Mandy’s chest. The child, who had been peaceful hours ago, now lay unresponsive. Her tiny chest heaved with labored, mechanical movements, each breath accompanied by a strained wheeze.

Her skin, once a tapestry of ebony, had morphed into a pale, dusky gray—a sign that oxygen was no longer reaching her tissues. Her lips were blue.

Juliet sat by the bedside, her body rigid, as if holding herself together by sheer force of will. But her eyes were empty, drained by a sudden, violent tragedy. She cried out her daughter’s name, her voice raw and husky.

“What happened?” the doctor shouted over the noise of the resuscitation.

A woman in the neighboring bed spoke up, her voice trembling. “She fell asleep... the mother fell asleep while breastfeeding. The baby... she was positioned awkwardly.”

Aspiration.

The doctor called for the suction machine. With practiced precision, she inserted the tubes into Mandy’s mouth, guiding them down toward the lungs.

The machine gurgled. White fluid rushed through the clear plastic tube.

Milk.

Hope hung tenuously in the air, thinning with every second. The doctor pumped the chest. The nurse squeezed the bag. Bwalya stood frozen, her mind racing back to a lecture hall, her professor’s voice echoing in the chaos:

One minute without oxygen: brain cells begin to die, but survival is possible.

The clock on the wall ticked.

Three minutes without oxygen: serious brain damage.

Mandy didn’t move.

Ten minutes: lasting brain damage.

The doctor was panting now, her movements slowing.

Fifteen minutes: survival becomes nearly impossible.

The minutes stretched into an agonizing eternity. The room grew quiet, save for the rhythmic hiss of the ventilator bag and Juliet’s soft, broken sobbing.

At the twenty-five-minute mark, the attending doctor stopped. She lowered her hands. She looked at the clock, then at the small, still form on the bed.

With a heavy heart, she made the solemn declaration.“Time of death...”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1: Memories


[image: ]




Present time

Obstetrics Ward – St. Jude’s Hospital

“Bring them out! Bring them out!”

The voice boomed from the hallway, a raw, enraged roar that shattered the late-night quiet of the labor ward.

“Sir, please compose yourself,” Theresa, the night nurse, urged. Her voice was firm, but her eyes darted nervously toward the security buttons. She held her hands up, palms open, trying to create a barrier with nothing but air and authority.

The man didn’t hear her. He was vibrating with grief so violent it looked like rage.

“No! Bring my wife—you, what have you done?” He lunged toward the nurses' station, his finger stabbing the air. “You’ve killed her! She was alive when I brought her here. She walked into this place of her own free will. You’ve killed her!”.

Theresa stepped forward to intercept him, but the man shoved her aside. He turned his fury on the ward door, kicking it with such force that it slammed against the wall. The reverberating thud echoed down the entire hospital wing like a gunshot.

“Amos! Amos!” Theresa shouted, her professional calm finally cracking into urgency.

Heavy footsteps pounded against the linoleum. Amos, the seasoned guard, rounded the corner. He didn't hesitate. He took in the scene—the terrified nurse, the splintered door frame, the man winding up for another strike—and recognized the peril instantly.

Amos lunged.

He tackled the intruder, the momentum sending both men crashing to the floor in a tangle of limbs. The assailant scrambled to rise, his eyes burning with a searing mix of rage and anguish. He lashed out with feral intensity, swinging wild punches, but Amos was already in control.

With lightning reflexes, Amos sidestepped to his left, deliberately leaving one leg trailing. It was a practiced move. The grieving husband tripped over the obstruction, sending him sprawling face-first onto the cold, hard tile.

In one swift, calculated motion, Amos rolled onto the man's back. With a fierce grip, he seized the attacker’s right hand and twisted it sharply behind his back.

A sharp cry of pain tore from the man’s throat as his arm contorted unnaturally under Amos’s crushing hold. He struggled desperately, thrashing against the floor, but the pressure was absolute. Escape was impossible.

“Let me go! Let me go!” the man sobbed, the fight draining out of him, replaced by a hollow, broken wail. “They have them—I just want my family!”.

James, the rookie security officer, skidded to a halt next to them, breathless and wide-eyed.

“Zip ties! Now,” Amos barked.

“On it.” James tossed him the restraints.

Moments later, the man was secured. He lay on the tiles, breathing hard, his face streaked with sweat and tears. The rage was gone, leaving only the wreckage of a man who had lost everything.

“Lift him,” Amos said quietly, his voice dropping to a rumble. “We’ll cool him off in the office.”.

Together, they hauled him upright and carried him down the corridor, past a sea of wide-eyed nurses, orderlies, and patients who had spilled out of their rooms to witness the chaos.

Outside the Adult Medical Emergency Unit

Dr. Bwalya pushed through the heavy double doors and stepped into the night.

The cool air wrapped around her like a balm. She exhaled slowly, letting the tension in her shoulders drop an inch.

“Ahhhh... fresh air,” she whispered.

She had been at St. Jude’s Hospital for five years next week, yet she still hadn’t grown used to the sharp tang of antiseptic and industrial reagents that clung to the air inside. It was a smell that lived in her clothes, her hair, her skin.

Her white coat fluttered gently in the breeze. Under the unforgiving glow of the overhead security lights, shadows clung to the hollows under her eyes. The fatigue was always there now, just under the surface—a constant companion she had learned to ignore.

“Excuse me—Doctor Bwalya?”

She turned. A young student doctor emerged from the shadows, clutching a worn logbook to his chest like a shield.

“Could you... sign off the lumbar puncture we did today?” he asked, his voice laced with nervousness.

A tired smile lifted the corners of her mouth. She remembered that fear. She remembered the desperate need for validation from anyone with a senior title.
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