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Sarah woke up, like many humans do everyday, her eyes snapping open. But unlike many humans who everyday when they wake up they're in bed are warm, refreshed and dry; Sarah is cold, her body screams with ache, and she is soaking wet lying on her back on a floating door in the middle of the street.

The door beneath her bobbed gently, as if the world had decided that doors were meant to be boats and streets were meant to be rivers. Which, Sarah thought as she blinked water from her eyes, was a rather optimistic view of urban planning. The water around her was brown and full of things that definitely weren't supposed to be floating—a mailbox here, a garden gnome there, someone's very determined potted plant that seemed to be doing better in this flood than it probably had on someone's porch.

Sarah tried to sit up, which turned out to be a mistake that her ribs immediately protested. Everything hurt in that specific way that suggested she'd been used as a punching bag by something very large and very angry. Possibly gravity. Her head felt like it was stuffed with cotton balls that had been soaked in muddy water and then wrung out poorly.

A voice called out from somewhere to her left. "Hey! Lady on the door! You alive over there?"

Sarah turned her head, which was another mistake her neck didn't appreciate, and saw a man clinging to a traffic light that was now at chest level in the water. He was wearing a yellow polo shirt that had probably been cheerful once but now looked like a sad banana that had given up on life. The man himself looked like he'd been treading water for hours, which he probably had, given the exhaustion that settled in his shoulders and worked its way down until even his fingertips looked tired.

"I'm alive," Sarah called back, though she wasn't entirely convinced this was a good thing. "Are you okay?"

"Define okay," Yellow Shirt replied, which Sarah thought was a fair response under the circumstances.

To her right, she heard splashing and turned to see a woman floating on what appeared to be a large cooler, paddling herself along with remarkable efficiency. The woman had excellent posture for someone in a survival situation, her back straight as if she were sitting in a board meeting rather than navigating a flooded city. She wore a business suit that was completely ruined but somehow still looked professional, which was quite an achievement.

"Are either of you hurt?" the woman called out. Her voice had the kind of authority that suggested she was used to being listened to, even when floating on a cooler in brown water.

Sarah tried to take inventory of her body. Her head hurt, her ribs ached, everything was sore, but nothing seemed broken. "I think I'm okay," she said, which was possibly the most optimistic assessment she'd ever made about anything.

"There's a building up ahead with windows above the water line," Cooler Lady announced, pointing with the kind of decisive gesture that probably worked well in whatever boardroom she'd escaped from. "We should get out of this water before hypothermia sets in."

Sarah looked around and realized there were more people scattered through the water, all clinging to various pieces of debris with the determined patience of people who had run out of other options. An elderly man floated nearby on what looked like a restaurant booth, his white chef's hat somehow still perfectly positioned on his head despite everything else about his appearance suggesting he'd been through a washing machine. His clothes were covered in flour that had turned to paste, and he kept patting his pockets as if checking for something important.

Further away, a man in work clothes and boots held onto a traffic cone, calling out in Spanish to anyone who would listen. His voice carried the kind of desperation that didn't need translation.

Sarah found herself studying the way the chef kept adjusting his hat, how Yellow Shirt had somehow managed to keep his watch dry, how the field worker's boots looked remarkably clean for someone who probably worked outdoors. These seemed like important details, though she couldn't quite figure out why her brain was cataloging them instead of focusing on more pressing matters like survival.

"Hey!" she called out to the scattered group. "The lady with the cooler is right. We need to get to that building."

What followed was a slow, awkward water ballet as six people who had never planned to become a team worked together to reach the partially submerged office building. Sarah discovered that paddling while lying on a door required a specific technique that no one had ever bothered to teach her, though she was becoming quite good at it through trial and error. Mostly error.

The building they reached had a lobby that was completely underwater, but the second floor windows were accessible if you were willing to climb up the outside wall using whatever handholds you could find. Yellow Shirt turned out to be surprisingly athletic once he wasn't clinging to a traffic light for dear life. Cooler Lady directed the operation with the efficiency of someone who had probably organized many corporate retreats, though probably none quite like this one.

The chef, who moved with the careful deliberation of someone whose joints had been complaining for years even before being dunked in flood water, needed help getting through the window. The field worker, despite the language barrier, seemed to understand exactly what needed to be done and helped boost the older man up with the kind of gentle strength that suggested he was used to taking care of people.

Once they were all inside the second floor of what had apparently been some kind of insurance office, they took stock of their situation. The furniture was water-damaged but usable, and someone had left behind a first aid kit and some snacks in a desk drawer. More importantly, they were dry and warm for the first time since Sarah could remember, which wasn't saying much given that her memory felt like it had been put through a blender.

"So," said Yellow Shirt, wringing out his shirt with the futility of someone who had given up on ever being completely dry again, "anyone know what happened? I mean, besides the obvious flood part."

The chef spoke up in accented English, his voice gentle despite their circumstances. "I was working the morning shift at my bakery when the water came. Like a wall, it was. Had maybe two minutes to get upstairs before everything was underwater." He patted his pockets again, and Sarah noticed he kept checking the same spot. "Forty years I've been baking in this city. Never seen anything like this."

Cooler Lady had found a dry blanket somewhere and was sharing it with remarkable fairness for someone who had been the most prepared of all of them. "I was in a client meeting on the fourth floor of our building when we heard the sirens. By the time we looked out the window, cars were floating down Main Street." She shook her head. "The radio said something about a dam failure before the power went out."

Sarah tried to remember what she had been doing before waking up on the door, but her mind felt like someone had taken her memories and shuffled them like a deck of cards, then lost half of them under the couch. She remembered… water. Lots of water. And falling. But falling from where? And why did her ribs feel like she'd been in a fight?

The field worker sat quietly in the corner, occasionally offering words in Spanish that none of them fully understood but that sounded reassuring anyway. Sarah found herself wishing she knew more than the handful of Spanish words she could remember. Something about his presence was calming, the way he moved with quiet confidence even in this chaos.

"Well," she said, surprising herself by speaking up, "we can't stay here forever. We need to find other survivors, maybe get to higher ground, figure out if help is coming."

Yellow Shirt looked at her with the expression of someone who had just realized he was looking to her for leadership, which was amusing since Sarah wasn't entirely sure she was qualified to lead herself to the bathroom, let alone guide a group of flood survivors to safety.

But somehow, over the next few hours, that's exactly what she did.

They spent the rest of the day moving carefully through the partially submerged city, using floating debris as bridges between buildings, looking for other survivors and supplies. Sarah found herself naturally taking point, making decisions about which routes were safest, who needed help, how to distribute the few resources they found. It felt familiar in a way she couldn't quite place, like muscle memory that belonged to someone else.

The chef, whose name turned out to be Miguel, kept everyone's spirits up with stories about his bakery and promises of the bread he would make them when this was all over. Yellow Shirt, who went by Dave, had a talent for finding useful things in the debris—rope, plastic bags, a battery-powered radio that occasionally crackled with emergency broadcasts before fading back to static.

Cooler Lady introduced herself as Patricia and proved to be invaluable at organizing their supplies and keeping track of everyone's condition. She had the kind of methodical approach to crisis management that probably came from years of handling corporate disasters, though this was likely her first literal disaster.

The field worker, whose name sounded like Eduardo when he said it, spoke very little English but communicated volumes through gestures and expressions. He had an uncanny ability to spot structural damage in buildings and steer them away from anything that looked unstable.

As the day wore on, Sarah noticed something odd about her own thinking. She would start to have these random observations—like wondering if Miguel's chef hat was regulation size, or noting that Patricia's business suit would never be the same color again, or thinking that Eduardo's work boots were surprisingly well-maintained for someone who probably worked construction. These thoughts would just drift into her mind like pieces of debris floating past, completely unrelated to whatever they were actually doing.



That night, as they huddled together for warmth in an abandoned apartment they'd found, Sarah woke with a start.

A sound. A splash that didn't belong to the random sounds of the flood. Human-made. Deliberate.

She moved silently to the window and looked down at the dark water. A shape. Someone in the water below, moving with the slow, exhausted strokes of a dying swimmer.

Sarah was out the window and in the water before she'd fully processed the decision. The training kicked in without her calling for it—treading water silently, approaching from an angle where the person in distress wouldn't see her until she was close.

When she reached him, he was barely conscious. A man in what had once been a military uniform, though most of his insignia had been torn away. There was blood in the water around him, though she couldn't tell if it was from a fresh wound or something from before.

She supported him, moving them both toward the building, but as she did, her hand brushed against something at his belt. A holster. Empty. And that's when the realization hit her like a shock of cold water.

She knew how to handle a body in the water this way. She knew to check for weapons before moving a casualty. She knew what military uniform insignia meant and why some had been deliberately torn away. She knew all of these things with the automatic certainty of someone who had been trained to know them.

The man groaned, and she realized he was trying to form words. His eyes flickered open, and he focused on her face.

"Eagle's Nest?" he gasped.

The term meant nothing to her. Everything to her. The President. Was he still alive? Still in this building?

Sarah's training kicked in with the sudden intensity of a switched-on floodlight. She assessed her surroundings with new eyes, noting sight lines, potential threats, structural integrity, exit routes. The building's layout became clear in her mind—she remembered every floor, every room, every possible defensive position.

And she remembered why they had been here in the first place. The dam hadn't just failed—it had been destroyed. Deliberately. An act of war that had turned Ventura County into a disaster zone. The President had been evacuated here as an emergency measure when his primary secure location was compromised.

If he was still alive, if he was still in this building, he would be on the top floor with whatever Secret Service agents had survived. They would be in full defensive mode, expecting another attack, ready to shoot anyone who came through that door.

Including her friends. Including Dave and Patricia and Miguel and Eduardo, who were right now making their way toward the front entrance, looking for supplies and having no idea they were about to walk into a potential firefight.

Sarah looked down at the dead soldier floating in the water. His radio was still attached to his belt, sealed in a waterproof case. She reached for it with hands that shook slightly—not from fear, but from the certainty of what she was about to discover.

The radio crackled to life when she turned it on. Immediately, a voice cut through the static: "Eagle's Nest, this is Command. Please respond with coordinates for extraction. The operation is still active. Repeat, we need the President's location for immediate evacuation."

Operation still active. The war was still happening. Somewhere out there, people were still fighting and dying, and they needed the President alive to continue making the decisions that would keep it going.

Sarah looked at the radio in her hands, then up at the building where her friends were about to walk into danger, then back at the radio.

All she had to do was respond. Give them the coordinates. Save the President. Complete her mission.

All she had to do was sacrifice Dave and Patricia and Miguel and Eduardo, and probably herself, and keep this war going for however much longer it would take for one side or the other to win.

The radio crackled again. "Eagle's Nest, respond immediately. This is urgent."

Sarah could hear voices from the front of the building. Her friends, calling out to see if anyone was there. They would be at the entrance soon. The Secret Service agents upstairs would hear them, would assume they were enemy combatants, would do what they were trained to do.

She had seconds to decide.

"No," she whispered to herself, "silencio," as she remembered the Spanish word. She had to warn Eduardo first—he would understand the urgency even if he didn't understand all the words.

Sarah pushed away from the dead soldier and swam hard toward the front of the building, the radio clutched in her hand. She could see her friends now, Dave helping Patricia across a floating plank while Miguel and Eduardo waited on the other side.

"Stop!" she called out, her voice carrying all the authority of her training. "Peligro! No entry!"

Eduardo heard her first, his head snapping around at the Spanish word for danger. He grabbed Miguel's arm and started pulling him back from the building entrance.

Dave looked confused. "Sarah? What's wrong? We thought we saw movement up there."

"Armed men," she said quickly, swimming toward them. "Soldiers. They'll shoot first and ask questions later."

Patricia's business-trained mind processed this information quickly. "How do you know?"

Sarah reached the makeshift bridge and pulled herself up, water streaming from her clothes. She looked at each of them—Dave with his ruined yellow shirt and his determination to help everyone, Patricia with her organizational skills and her generous spirit, Miguel with his gentle strength and his mysterious pocket-patting, Eduardo with his quiet competence and his kind eyes.

People worth saving. People worth choosing.

"I remember now," she said simply. "I remember who I am."

The radio in her hand crackled again. "Eagle's Nest, this is Command. Respond immediately or we will assume position is compromised."

Sarah looked at the radio, then at her friends, then back at the radio.

She turned it off.

"Come on," she said, guiding them away from the building. "We need to get as far from here as possible."

As they moved through the flooded streets, putting distance between themselves and the building where the President waited for rescue that would not come, Sarah felt the weight of her decision settling into her bones. She had chosen these four strangers over her duty, these survivors over her mission, this small group of humans over the larger machinery of war.

She had no idea if it was the right choice. She only knew it was her choice.

Behind them, the building stood silent in the water, holding its secrets above the flood line. Somewhere in the distance, a helicopter circled, searching for a signal that would never come.

Sarah Martinez, former Secret Service Agent, walked through the water with her new family, carrying the weight of ending a war in her conscience and the knowledge that sometimes the most important mission is simply getting the people you care about home safe.

The water around them continued to flow, carrying debris and memories and the detritus of old lives toward whatever came next. And for the first time since waking up on a floating door, Sarah felt like she was moving in the right direction.
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