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MARA VOSS, 44, works the night shift in the emergency department of St. Brigid's Hospital
because the quiet hours ask no questions. Three years ago her nine-year-old son TOMAS was
killed by a hit-and-run driver who was never caught. Since then Mara has rebuilt her life as a
perfect machine of routine: same shift, same rounds, same coffee at 3 a.m., grief filed away
where it cannot reach her hands while she works.

Tonight the machine breaks. An unconscious overdose patient is wheeled into Bay 6 -- DANIEL
REECE, 38, a stranger to everyone else. But Mara has spent three years memorizing the blurry
traffic-camera still the police could never enhance: the jaw, the hairline, the cheap religious
medal on the dashboard. The same medal now hangs at Daniel's throat. The man who killed
Tomas is dying quietly in her care, and no one else in the world knows.

Mara says nothing. She runs his labs, hangs his fluids, and begins, almost without deciding to,
an inventory of the ways a patient like this could die without anyone asking questions. A delayed
dose. A misread rhythm. The night shift is understaffed; her charge nurse and closest friend IRIS
OKONKWO trusts her completely -- which only makes the temptation easier and lonelier.

Daniel surfaces briefly and begs the nurse he doesn't recognize to let him go. The overdose
wasn't an accident. He has been dying of his secret for three years, too cowardly to confess and
too guilty to live with it. Mara realizes that letting him die wouldn't be vengeance at all -- it would
be mercy, the gentle exit he chose for himself. The justice she was denied would die with him.

Through the night, Mara and Daniel circle each other in fragments of conversation -- she
pretending to be only a nurse, he pretending to be only a patient. We learn the night of the
accident from both sides: Tomés chasing a loose dog into the road at dusk; Daniel, sleepless
and over-scheduled, reaching for a phone. Iris notices Mara unraveling and gently pulls the
thread; DETECTIVE SAM OKAFOR, who worked Tomas's case and never forgave himself for its
dead ends, arrives on an unrelated call and recognizes the old storm in Mara's face.

When Daniel codes at 4:51 a.m., the choice stops being theoretical. Alone in the bay with the
crash cart, Mara has thirty seconds in which doing nothing would be indistinguishable from bad
luck. She sees Tomas -- not the loss of him, but him, who once watched her bandage a stranger
at a bus stop and said she was magic. Mara does her job. She brings Daniel back with two
shocks and a fury of compressions, and with the same hands writes the truth on an intake form:
patient identified himself as the driver in an unsolved 2023 hit-and-run.

Daniel wakes restrained by nothing but her gaze. Mara tells him who she is. She does not
forgive him -- she refuses him the comfort of her forgiveness, and refuses herself the comfort of
his death. She tells him the only mercy she has: he will live, and he will say it out loud, to Okafor,
on the record, while she watches.

In the gray of morning, Daniel confesses. Okafor takes it down. Iris holds Mara's coffee while her
hands finally shake. Mara walks out into the daylight she has avoided for three years -- off the
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night shift, for the first time, with nowhere to hide and no longer needing one.



