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CHAPTER 1 — POV ELISE — "First Collision"
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The ER was never quiet, but it had registers of noise, and Elise knew them all. At 11 PM on a Tuesday it ran at a medium hum — not the held-breath quiet of 4 AM, not the organized chaos of a shift change. Just the steady background of a building that never slept.

She stood near the receiving desk, watching the bay door, because there was an ambulance three minutes out and the dispatch note said cardiac arrest, extended down time and she already knew what that meant.

The doors burst open.

The gurney came through fast, two EMTs whose body language said we tried before they'd spoken a word. Behind them came the paramedic — calling out the handoff in a voice that cut through the ambient noise like a frequency everything else moved around. She moved like someone who had run this particular gauntlet so many times she'd stopped noticing the obstacles.

"Sixty-seven-year-old male, cardiac arrest at home. Neighbor found him. Down approximately twelve minutes before our arrival. Three rounds of epi. Two shocks. Asystole on arrival. Persistent V-fib in the rig."

Elise's jaw tightened. Twelve minutes was biology, not medicine. Six minutes past the point where the brain started drowning. She stepped forward. "And you continued compressions the entire time?"

The paramedic looked at her then. Not the quick professional assessment most field staff did when they handed off — a real look, the kind that wasn't checking for authority, just checking for whether the person in front of her was actually listening. "Protocol is twenty minutes. He had pupillary responses when we got to him."

Responses. Not reflexes. Elise filed that away. "Responses don't mean anything after anoxic injury of this duration." She reached for the chart. "Name?"

"Edmund Fairfax," the paramedic said. "Seventy-three. COPD. Lives alone by the marina."

Elise looked at the chart Chloe was already handing her. Looked at the scanned document clipped to the front. Edmund Fairfax, Captain, retired. Do Not Resuscitate, signed five years prior.
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