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CHAPTER 1 — POV VICTORIA — "Landfall"
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Two documents on the same desk at 6:52 AM told her everything she needed to know about how the next forty-eight hours would go.

The first was on HealthCorp letterhead. Operational inefficiencies. Fiscal restructuring. Effective immediately. The second was from the National Weather Service. Category 3. Unprecedented storm surge. Catastrophic winds. The timestamps were five minutes apart. They had planned this — timed the corporate move to land before the storm made the city unreachable, before any attorney or oversight body could respond. When the water rose, Harbor General would be mid-dissolution, legally neutered, unable to appeal.

Clean. Patient. Exactly what she'd come to expect from them.

She set both documents on her desk, side by side, and stood at the window for sixty seconds. That was the time she allowed herself. The city had already shuttered — no cars, no pedestrians, just the trash beginning to move in the first real gusts off the harbor. The sky was the particular color that meant there was no negotiating with what was coming.

Sixty seconds. Then she put the horror in the box and picked up the radio.

Lucia's knock was two beats before she pushed the door open. "We've got a situation on the roof. The new pilot — Sawyer Cole, HealthCorp contracted — she's modifying the fuel line setup. Elise went up for a supply check and got pulled into the argument."

Victoria was already moving. "How long has she been up there?"

"Twenty minutes. She's already done half of it."

She took the stairs. The roof door nearly took her off her feet — the wind was twenty-five knots and climbing, the harbor a dark sheet below, the first wall of the storm visible on the eastern horizon like a bruise spreading under skin.

The pilot was standing at the helicopter's fuel access panel, flight suit unzipped to her waist, working with the confident economy of someone who does not ask permission before diagnosing a problem. She was younger than Victoria expected. Dark hair, jaw set, hands fast. She was arguing with Elise Beaumont, who was arguing back with the particular precision of a surgeon who has run the same debate to its logical conclusion and lost.

"—reroute the primary now, or you'll lose pressure in thirty knots of crosswind." The pilot's voice was clear, even against the wind. "I've watched it happen. A Bell 429 with a frozen primary line is a paperweight."
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