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      Grace Whitmore pulled her coat tight around her, its thin fabric woefully inadequate against the storm’s relentless assault. The rain slanted like silver daggers in the dim light of flickering streetlamps, and thunder grumbled overhead. She’d been walking for only five minutes, but her legs already ached, her breath rising in small white clouds, and her mind replaying the same question: Why didn’t I call a cab?

      She knew why. Money was tight. Nursing didn’t pay as well as people assumed, especially when most of your paycheck went toward student loans and rent for a one-bedroom apartment in a city that didn’t sleep but never quite woke up either. Tonight—or rather, this morning—she’d stayed late, covering for a coworker whose daughter had the flu. Her shift ended hours ago, but a patient’s collapse had delayed her exit, and by then, the last bus home was long gone. Now, she trudged home through the kind of night that gnawed at your nerves and whispered old fears back to life.

      The rain-slicked streets lay empty, save for the endless rows of parked cars. Her footsteps echoed faintly, swallowed almost immediately by the steady drumbeat of rain.

      Her hair clung to her scalp, soaked because of a forgotten umbrella left in the comfort of her home next to the coat rack. She’d assumed she’d be home long before the forecast downpour started.

      She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was not alone in the storm. Every so often, she thought she heard something behind her—a faint splash, a creak of leather—but each time she glanced back, she saw nothing but darkness and the glistening pavement.

      Grace hated the dark. Always had. She told herself it was a silly fear, childish and irrational, but the unease ran deep, rooted in memories she’d rather forget.

      She was seven when a severe wild storm howled outside her childhood home in Oklahoma. Her parents slept in their bedroom on the floor above hers, and with a taught fear of tornados, she’d grabbed her flashlight and ran for the basement, assuming they’d join her. She flipped on the light and rushed down the stairs as fast as her little legs would carry her; the door closed behind her and she heard it latch. She tried to turn around, but before she had the chance, the power had gone out, plunging the space into a black so absolute it seemed alive, pressing against her, swallowing her tiny cries. She remained motionless on the stairs, her flashlight her only companion.

      Her father found her within minutes—but it seemed like hours later—tightly curled against the wall, clutching her dimming flashlight and crying. She never told him about the whispers she’d imagined or the way the shadows below moved when she wasn’t looking.

      Now, decades later, those shadows felt closer than ever.

      She adjusted her pace, forcing herself to slow. Panic wouldn’t help. The hospital had trained her for high-pressure situations, teaching her to compartmentalize fear and act decisively. But this—this was different. The darkness wasn’t a patient to be stabilized or a diagnosis to be made. It was a thing, vast and unknowable, and it clung to her skin like the rain.

      A sharp crack of thunder split the sky, and Grace flinched, her heart stuttering in her chest. She passed a row of shuttered shops, their windows reflecting fractured images of her drenched figure. She thought she saw movement in one, a shadow darting out of the frame. She stopped, her breath catching, and stared into the glass. Nothing. Just her imagination, surely. Yet, the unease coiled around her, and her hand instinctively went to her pocket, fingers brushing the pepper spray she’d started carrying after a particularly unsettling night shift.

      Keep walking, she told herself. You’re almost home.

      The streets grew narrower as she entered a neighborhood of old brownstones and wrought-iron fences, their ornate designs blurred by the downpour. These streets should have felt familiar, comforting even, but tonight they loomed like the corridors of a forgotten labyrinth. Her boots splashed through puddles, water seeping into her socks, and she whispered a curse. The discomfort grounded her, pulling her attention from the gnawing sense of being watched.

      To distract herself, she reflected on the reasons she was late—an elderly man with pneumonia, a young mother recovering from a C-section, and the patient who’d delayed her—a young and fit-looking man in his forties whose heart had decided it wasn’t up for the beating anymore. They’d saved him, barely. Grace remembered the chaos, the controlled urgency of the code team, and the moment his heart monitor beeped back to life. She’d felt a sense of pride, the kind that reminded her why she’d chosen this profession.
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