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The squeak of Kevin Pierce’s rubber-soled shoes echoed through the polished hallway of Harbor Hospital. He breathed in the familiar scent of antiseptic, a smell he once associated with life-or-death urgency, but now it just smelled like a quiet Tuesday night. Where were the shouts of paramedics? The frantic rush to the operating room? He’d imagined his residency as a trial by fire: a blur of blood and split-second decisions that would shape him into the surgeon he was meant to be.

Instead, his pager remained silent. The most dramatic moments of his week had been reassuring a man with heartburn that he wasn’t dying and diagnosing an aggressive case of food poisoning. Sinking into his office chair, Kevin stared at the pristine white coat hanging on his door, a symbol of a promise that felt increasingly hollow. What he craved was the adrenaline of the ER, not these predictable days.

“Hiding in here, Kev?”

The old nickname sent an unwelcome jolt through him. He looked up to see Dr. Rebecca Parker leaning against the doorframe. Her blonde hair was swept into a perfect bun, and her light blue scrubs were crisp beneath her lab coat. As the attending physician, she was his supervisor. As his ex, she was a ghost from a life he no longer lived. A life of stolen weekends out of town and a passion that had burned bright before crashing harder than any medical emergency he’d ever handled.

“Just catching up on charts,” he said, his tone carefully neutral.

“Thriving, as always.” Her smile was rehearsed, but a flicker of nostalgia danced in her eyes. “Listen, how about we grab dinner after our shift? That little Italian place near the pier? Just to catch up properly. As colleagues, of course.”

Every instinct screamed danger. He could still remember the taste of salt on her lips from that night on the pier and the easy intimacy they had shared. That was before. Before Sarah’s accident changed everything. Before he found the only solace for his guilt-ravaged soul at the foot of a cross.

“Becca, I don’t think that’s wise.”

“Ah, yes. The ‘paths.’” She stepped into the small office, her professional mask crumbling to reveal the hurt beneath. “The path that led you away from me and to an invisible man in the sky? Kevin, I’m a doctor. I believe in facts and science, not fairy tales. We were good together. We were happy. Don’t pretend we weren’t.”

Before he could respond, she closed the distance between them. She raised a hand to his chest and traced the lapel of his lab coat. The gesture was so familiar that it made his heart hammer against his ribs. Her perfume—the same gardenia scent that used to cling to his pillows—wrapped around him like a net. “It could be like old times,” she purred. Her voice was the honey-smooth, dangerous tone he remembered all too well.

The memory of their last argument was brutal in its honesty. He had been bursting with his newfound faith and had been desperate for her to understand the peace that had settled into his soul.

“I’m glad you found something that makes you happy,” she’d said, her laugh sharp with disbelief. “But don’t ask me to pretend.”

He had been the one to end it, telling her he couldn’t be “unequally yoked” and that he needed a foundation built on a shared faith. Now, that same faith was his shield. He gently removed her hand from his chest, stepping back to create a space she couldn’t cross.

“The man you were with is gone, Becca. He’s part of a life that is behind me now,” he said quietly but firmly. “My life belongs to God. He’s the only reason I’m still breathing after Sarah’s death, and I won’t compromise that faith—not for you, not for anyone.”

Her face hardened; hurt was replaced by cold fury. “Is it?” she whispered, her voice laced with venom. “We’ll see about that. This isn’t over, Dr. Pierce.”

Just as her words hung in the air, the rear doors of the emergency bay burst open, slamming against their rubber stoppers. The sound was a reprieve, a call to duty that pulled him from the past.

The rear doors of the emergency bay burst open and slammed against their rubber stoppers, admitting the chaotic sounds of the nighttime city. Two paramedics barreled through with a gurney held steady between them. Their faces were grim masks of professional urgency. From where he stood, Kevin could make out the outline of a small, still body. As he moved swiftly to intercept them, he realized the victim was a young girl. Her neck and shoulders were drenched in blood, which streaked her light brown hair crimson.

Excitement—cold, sharp, and purely professional—surged through him. This was the moment he’d been waiting for—the trial by fire his residency had promised. This was his chance to put every year of grueling training to the test.

“What happened?” Kevin positioned himself over the gurney, his eyes doing a rapid, sweeping assessment of his newest patient. Her face was like porcelain, half-covered by an oxygen mask. He passed a hand before her eyes, but she didn’t respond.

“Car accident,” one paramedic said, his voice strained as he kept pace. “She was a passenger. The driver tried to answer her phone, swerved into oncoming traffic, then jerked the wheel and hit a tree head-on.” He nodded at the girl. “Her name is Rachel Knight. Thirteen years old.”

“Where are the others?” Kevin scanned the empty entrance behind them.

The medic’s lips pressed into a thin, grim line. “DOA. All three of them. The car rolled down a hill. We think hours passed before anyone saw the taillights. Rachel was barely breathing when we arrived.”

“All right.” Kevin’s voice was clipped; his training formed a shield against the horror of the details. “On my count, transfer her to the table. One, two, three.”

The paramedics moved in one smooth, practiced motion. As they swarmed around the patient, attaching monitors and setting up an IV, the taller medic filled Kevin in. “Nothing major is broken, but there’s subdural hemorrhaging from the back of her head. Trauma from the windshield.”

The image of a young girl going through a windshield registered in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t afford to dwell on it. Not yet. All that mattered was his commitment to saving her life.

“We need to control the bleeding before she suffers a hematoma,” he calmly commanded the room. He knew the odds were plummeting with every passing second. A nurse handed him gauze, and he quickly and carefully applied pressure. He checked her vitals as another nurse started an IV. Her pulse barely registered.

“Rachel!” He leaned closer, his voice sharp with authority. “Rachel, can you hear me?”

The girl lay eerily still, not even a flutter of her eyelashes betraying a response. Kevin leaned over her. He needed to check her pupils—a routine he’d performed a thousand times. His gloved fingers, surprisingly clumsy, reached for the oxygen mask.

The moment the plastic came off with a soft hiss, the world tilted on its axis.

The frantic beeps of the monitors and the urgent calls of the nurses dissolved into a dull, distant roar. His world narrowed to the still, porcelain face on the table before him. He lifted her left eyelid, and his breath caught in his throat.

Pale blue. The iris was a whisper of sky, flecked with gray.

Just like Sarah’s.

This realization hit him like a punch to the gut, knocking the air from his lungs. The sterile scent of the ER vanished, replaced by the memory of stale popcorn and the hot, sticky vinyl of his car seat. He wasn’t at the hospital. He was stopped at a red light after thirty-six hours without sleep; every cell in his body screamed for rest. Sarah chattered beside him, her voice a bright melody as she talked about the giant panda he’d won for her at the ring toss. Her eyes were full of life and laughter and were of the same impossible shade of blue.

Sarah! Sarah, wake up!

The scream was silent, a frantic, desperate cry inside his own head.

“Kevin?” A nurse’s anxious voice sliced through the memory. “Are you okay?”

He blinked; the harsh fluorescent lights of the ER assaulted his eyes. This was not Sarah. This was Rachel Knight. But his heart didn’t believe it.

“She’s not breathing.” Another nurse’s voice cut in, tight with panic. “Her pulse is gone. What do you want to do?”

The question jolted him. Sarah was already gone. But Rachel wasn’t. Not yet. He couldn’t fail again. He wouldn’t. His training kicked in — a brutal yet beautiful autopilot. “Forty units of epi.” His voice was a raw rasp as he placed his hands on her chest and began compressions. “We’re bringing her back.”

He worked with desperate intensity, the cycle of thirty compressions and two breaths a frantic prayer.

Please, God. Please, God. This is my atonement. My second chance. A flicker of hope—a blip on the monitor’s flat line.

“Clear the table!” The words tore from his throat, raw and desperate, as he grabbed the defibrillator paddles. “Shock!” Rachel’s body jumped, but the line went flat again. “Keep going,” he ordered the nurse, his eyes locked on the monitor. After sixty seconds, he tried again. “Clear!” Her body jolted.

Still nothing. The monitor’s emotionless, unchanging beep bored into his head like a drill. He dropped the paddles and resumed CPR, staring into the girl’s blank face and seeing only Sarah.

If not for him, poor, sweet, innocent Sarah would still be alive.

Finally, he stopped. The futility crashed over him like a tidal wave. He grasped her shoulders and shook her forcefully. “Wake up!” His shout was guttural, ripped from his soul. “Come back! Please... come back.”

No one spoke. A nurse reached over and turned off the heart monitor. The silence that filled the room was crushing. Kevin glanced at the clock on the wall and forced the dreaded words past his lips. “Time of death: 2:20 a.m.”

He removed his bloodied gloves and walked through the doors to the waiting room like a man marching to his own execution. Rachel Knight’s family sat in a circle on plastic chairs, their faces a mosaic of fear and hope. In the center was a woman with tawny hair and bright blue eyes like her daughter’s. She rose as he approached, her face alight with hope that twisted the knife in his gut.

“Are you Dr. Pierce?” Her voice trembled.

His heart ached. He dreaded this part of his job more than anything: telling a parent that their child was gone forever. “Yes, I am. You must be Rachel’s mother.” He placed a hand on her shoulder, and the words tumbled out of his mouth in a monotone that felt disconnected from his body. “Rachel passed away a few minutes ago.”

“What?” Her beautiful face looked stunned, then twisted in grief. “No, that can’t be right. The paramedics said there were no major injuries, just some bleeding.”

“I did everything I could to save her.” His own voice was a raw whisper; the words felt hollow. “I’m so very sorry.”

She broke away from him then, a long, heartbroken wail tearing from her throat as she sank to the floor. Kevin knelt beside her for a moment, his words meaningless—"I’m sorry, I’m so sorry"—before he stood and hurried back through the double doors, an intruder in her all-consuming pain. A sheet now covered Rachel’s form. He looked away and escaped into his office, closing the door. He thought his heart would burst from the unspeakable guilt: first Sarah, now Rachel. First Sarah, now Rachel.

The days that followed were a suffocating gloom. He barricaded himself in his office and compulsively thumbed through Rachel’s medical file. His obsession grew until he knew he needed his own copy, a permanent reminder of his failure. Tension coiled through him as he walked to the copy room across the hall with the folder tucked under his arm. He knew he was violating hospital policy and possibly the law, but he no longer cared about the consequences.

He methodically fed the documents through the machine; the deafening whir of the machine echoed through the empty corridor. The sudden opening of the door made him freeze.

“What are you doing, Kev?”

Becca stood there, her voice cutting through the silence like a blade.

“Those are confidential medical records.” She strode toward him, her tone sharp with authority. “Photocopying patient files violates HIPAA regulations. You’re looking at potential criminal charges, not to mention what the medical board would do to your license.”

“I’m aware of the requirements.” He refused to meet her eyes, fumbling to stuff the papers into his briefcase.

Becca’s hand shot out and clamped around the handle. In one fluid motion, she grabbed a handful of copies and backed up. “I have a proposition.” A low purr entered her voice, and her fingertip traced a deliberate path down her crimson blouse. “Resume our relationship exactly where we left off, and this indiscretion will disappear.” Her eyebrow arched. “Or I can march straight to Dr. Miller’s office and file a formal complaint. Your choice.”

Kevin stared, his shock curdling into disgust. This was the woman who had once claimed to love him. “How can you even suggest this?”

“The tables have turned.” Her composure cracked then, and her voice trembled slightly. “I loved you more than anyone, Kevin. Three years of my life. Then this religious nonsense infected your brain, and suddenly, you were too good for me.” Her voice hardened again, the vulnerability gone. “We can pick up where we left off, or I’ll destroy what’s left of your precious career.”

Kevin straightened, and the simple act sent a current of resolve through him. He stared, his face turning to quiet disgust. “You want me to trade my soul to save my career? Is that what this is?”

“I want the man who loved me back,” Becca shot back, her voice trembling with hurt and fury. “Before all of this. Before you decided you were too holy for the rest of us.”

“That man is gone, Becca.” Kevin’s voice was low, but he found a sudden, unexpected strength. He finally met her gaze, and the desperation in his eyes was replaced by a firm, sorrowful resolve. “He would have made that trade. He would have done anything to save himself. But my life isn’t my own to bargain with anymore.” He shook his head, not in defiance but with finality. “My soul isn’t for sale. Do what you have to do.”

Becca’s face contorted with rage. Her finger jabbed into his chest. “You’re playing with fire, Dr. Pierce.” Venom dripped from every syllable. “You’ll regret this day for the rest of your pathetic life.” She spun on her heel and stalked out of the room.

​​​Numb and crushed by the weight of his failures and Becca's threat, Kevin stumbled from the hospital. He drove home on autopilot, the city lights blurring into meaningless streaks of color. Inside his apartment, he didn’t bother turning on the lights. He moved through the familiar shadows like a ghost in his own life.
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