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In the Dark

Chapter 1 – Night Shift

[image: ]




The night never asked Paula to explain herself.

That was the first thing she had learned to love about it—the way it held space without expectation. No questions about why she preferred silence. No curiosity about the way she paused too long before answering anything personal. No insistence on brightness, on openness, on being seen.

At night, everything softened. Even people.

Especially people.

Paula adjusted the collar of her jacket as she stepped through the side entrance, the familiar hum of fluorescent lights greeting her before anything else did. The building always felt different after midnight. Not empty—not quite—but stripped down to its essentials. Movement reduced. Voices lowered. Lives temporarily quieted.

Predictable.

Manageable.

Safe.

She scanned her badge without thinking, muscle memory guiding her through the motions. The small green light blinked, the door clicked open, and she stepped inside.

Same time. Same shift. Same rhythm.

She exhaled slowly, tension she hadn’t noticed loosening just slightly in her chest.

“Paula.”

She didn’t flinch, but her shoulders stilled for half a second before she turned.

Enrique stood near the far desk, one hand resting lightly against the counter, posture relaxed in a way that wasn’t entirely casual. He always looked composed, even at this hour—shirt sleeves rolled neatly, hair still in place as if time didn’t touch him the same way it did everyone else.

“You’re early,” he added.

“I’m on time,” Paula replied, glancing briefly at the clock on the wall.

12:58 a.m.

He followed her gaze, a faint curve at the corner of his mouth that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Of course.”

There was something about the way he said it—soft, almost amused, but edged with something else she chose not to examine too closely.

Paula moved past him, setting her bag down in her usual spot. Routine first. Always routine. It gave her something to hold onto, something that didn’t shift unexpectedly beneath her feet.

“You covering tonight?” she asked, keeping her tone neutral.

“For a few hours,” Enrique said. “Short staff.”

She nodded once. That made sense. It always did.

What didn’t make sense—what she didn’t allow herself to question—was why he had been picking up more of these shifts lately. Why their schedules overlapped more than they used to.

Coincidence was easier.

She logged into the system, the screen casting a cool glow across her face. Numbers, reports, timestamps—things that existed clearly, without interpretation. Things that didn’t change meaning depending on how you felt about them.

Unlike people.

“You’ve been quiet,” Enrique said after a moment.

Paula didn’t look at him. “It’s work.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

She knew that. Of course she did.

But acknowledging it would require a different kind of conversation—one she wasn’t interested in having. Not here. Not now. Not at all, if she could help it.

“Then you meant something else,” she said simply.

A pause stretched between them.

Not uncomfortable. Not exactly.

Just... familiar.

Enrique let out a quiet breath, the kind that suggested he had expected that answer. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Answer the question I didn’t ask.”

Paula finally glanced at him, just briefly. “Maybe you should ask better questions.”

His gaze held hers for a second longer than necessary. Not challenging. Not soft either.

Just... there.

It was enough.

She looked away first.

The moment dissolved, slipping back into something more neutral, more manageable. Enrique pushed off the counter slightly, shifting his attention to a stack of reports nearby.

Conversation over.

Good.

Paula returned to her screen, the steady rhythm of work grounding her again. Input. Check. Verify. Move on.

Time passed the way it always did on night shifts—quietly, almost invisibly. Minutes stretched, folded into each other, until they became something softer, less defined.

She preferred it that way.

Less structure meant fewer expectations.

Fewer expectations meant fewer chances to fail them.

The sound of the door opening cut through the stillness.

Paula glanced up automatically, eyes narrowing slightly as she registered the unfamiliar figure stepping inside.

Too much energy.

That was her first thought.

It wasn’t just the way the woman moved—quick, light, like she didn’t fully belong to the slower pace of the room. It was something else. Something less tangible.

Brightness.

Even under harsh fluorescent lighting, she seemed... vivid.

Paula felt her body tense before she consciously understood why.

New.

Unpredictable.

Potentially disruptive.

“Hi,” the woman said, voice warm and immediate, as if they were already in the middle of a conversation. “I’m not late, right?”

Paula blinked once, caught off guard by the directness.

“Depends,” she said. “Who are you?”

A grin flashed across the woman’s face—quick, unfiltered. “Niki.”

She stepped closer, dropping a bag onto the nearest chair with an ease that suggested she had already decided she belonged there.

“I’m supposed to start tonight,” Niki added, glancing between Paula and Enrique. “Please tell me I didn’t mess that up already.”

Enrique straightened slightly, his attention shifting. “You’re the new transfer.”

“That sounds more official than it felt when they told me,” Niki said lightly. “But yeah. That’s me.”

Paula watched the exchange carefully, noting the way Niki’s gaze moved—quick, observant, but not guarded. Open in a way that felt almost... intentional.

Like she wasn’t trying to hide anything.

That alone made Paula wary.

“Orientation was supposed to be earlier,” Enrique said.

“It was,” Niki replied. “Then it wasn’t. Long story. I can give you the short version if you want.”

Enrique studied her for a moment, then shook his head slightly. “We’ll manage.”

Niki’s attention shifted to Paula again, more focused this time.

“And you are?”

There was no hesitation in the question. No careful probing. Just simple curiosity.

Paula felt something in her chest tighten—small, almost imperceptible.

“Paula.”

Niki nodded, as if filing the name away. “Okay. Paula.”

The way she said it—like it mattered more than it should—made Paula’s fingers still against the keyboard.

She didn’t like that.

Didn’t like the way it felt... noticeable.

“So,” Niki continued, glancing around the room, “what’s the rule here? Coffee first or pretend I know what I’m doing first?”

“Pretend,” Paula said automatically.

Niki laughed—soft, genuine. “Good. I’m already great at that.”

Something about the ease of it unsettled Paula more than she wanted to admit.

Most people eased into night shifts. Adjusted. Lowered themselves to match the atmosphere.

Niki didn’t seem interested in that.

She pulled a chair closer, sitting without waiting for permission, her movements quick but not careless.

“Okay,” she said, leaning forward slightly. “Where do I start?”

Paula hesitated.

Just for a second.

It wasn’t the question itself. It was the way Niki asked it—like she expected an answer. Like she trusted she’d get one.

That kind of openness... it wasn’t neutral.

It asked for something in return.

“System login,” Paula said finally, turning her screen slightly. “I’ll walk you through it.”

Niki shifted closer without hesitation, her shoulder brushing lightly against Paula’s arm.

The contact was brief.

Accidental, probably.

But it was enough.

Paula felt it immediately—sharp, unexpected.

Awareness.

She pulled back just slightly, subtle enough that it could be mistaken for adjusting her position.

Niki didn’t comment.

If she noticed, she didn’t show it.

“Okay,” Niki said, focusing on the screen. “This looks manageable.”

Paula guided her through the basics, her voice steady, controlled. Step by step. Clear. Efficient.

Safe.

But Niki didn’t follow the pattern the way most people did.

She asked questions—not just about the system, but about the logic behind it. About why things were done a certain way.

Engaged.

Present.

Alive in the interaction in a way that felt... too bright for the room.

Paula kept her answers short.

Focused.

But she could feel it—the shift in the atmosphere.

Subtle.

Unavoidable.

Enrique watched from across the room, his expression unreadable.

Not intervening.

Just... observing.

Niki glanced up at Paula suddenly, her gaze sharp with something like recognition.

“You don’t like change, do you?”

The question landed softly.

But it hit its mark.

Paula stilled.

“Excuse me?”

Niki tilted her head slightly, studying her. “You’re very... structured. It’s not a bad thing. Just noticeable.”

Paula felt her guard snap back into place instantly.

“It’s called doing the job properly.”

Niki smiled faintly—not mocking, not dismissive. Just... aware.

“Sure,” she said.

But she didn’t look convinced.

And somehow, that felt worse.

Paula turned back to the screen, ending the conversation without saying so.

The rest of the instructions went by more quickly after that. More efficiently.

Less... exposed.

But the feeling didn’t fully go away.

That quiet awareness of being seen—just a little more than she was comfortable with.

As the clock ticked past 2:00 a.m., the rhythm of the shift began to settle again.

Slower.

Quieter.

More familiar.

But not the same.

Not entirely.

Paula leaned back slightly in her chair, her gaze drifting toward the dim reflection in the window.

The dark outside stretched endlessly, steady and unchanging.

Reliable.

For a moment, she focused on it—on the absence of movement, the absence of expectation.

Then she became aware of it again.

That presence.

Not overwhelming.

Not intrusive.

Just... there.

Niki, sitting a few feet away, humming softly under her breath as she worked.

Enrique, across the room, quieter than usual—but not distant.

Something had shifted.

Small.

Subtle.

But real.

Paula exhaled slowly, her fingers tightening briefly against the edge of the desk.

The night still held her.

But for the first time in a long time...

It didn’t feel entirely empty.

And she wasn’t sure if that was something to hold onto—

or something to be careful with.
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Chapter 2 – Too Loud for the Night
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By 3:17 a.m., Paula knew two things.

First—Niki did not belong to the night.

Second—she wasn’t trying to.

It wasn’t just the humming.

It had started as something soft, barely noticeable, a quiet rhythm under her breath while she worked. Most people filled silence without thinking, nervous or unsure, but this wasn’t that. Niki’s presence didn’t feel uncertain.

It felt... deliberate.

Confident in a way that didn’t ask permission.

Paula tried to ignore it.

She focused on her screen, on the steady stream of reports and timestamps, on the quiet logic that usually settled her thoughts into something manageable. Routine had always been enough. More than enough.
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