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Chapter 1 — The Man Behind the Nightshift
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The city never truly slept.

Even after midnight, its streets remained alive with the restless rhythm of human existence. Neon signs painted the wet pavement in shades of blue and red, taxis drifted through intersections, and the distant wail of sirens rose above the steady hum of traffic. Somewhere, a couple argued beneath an apartment window. Somewhere else, a young man laughed too loudly outside a nightclub, unaware that the darkness across the street concealed something far older than the buildings surrounding him.

Alfonz watched it all from behind the glass doors of St. Raphael's Private Medical Clinic.

He preferred the night.

Night asked fewer questions. People were too exhausted, frightened, or desperate to wonder why a doctor had skin so pale that it almost seemed translucent beneath fluorescent lights. They rarely questioned why he never ate the food brought in by his colleagues or why he could remain awake for an entire shift without displaying the slightest trace of fatigue.

And those who did notice usually forgot their suspicions by morning.

Alfonz had become very good at existing without being noticed.

He adjusted the cuff of his dark shirt beneath his white coat and glanced at the clock above reception.

11:47 p.m.

Thirteen minutes until his shift officially began.

He had been at the clinic for nearly an hour already.

Old habits, he supposed. When a person had lived for centuries, punctuality became less a professional virtue and more a way to impose order on an existence that had otherwise become difficult to measure.

He straightened a stack of patient files and listened.

Beyond the reception desk, the clinic breathed quietly. A nurse laughed in the staff room. A printer rattled in the administrative office. Somewhere down the corridor, an elderly man coughed while waiting for the results of a blood test.

Ordinary sounds.

Comforting sounds.

Alfonz had spent much of his life surrounded by extraordinary things. He had seen creatures that could change their faces, men who could command fire with their bare hands, and vampires who considered human suffering a form of entertainment.

Yet it was the ordinary sounds that sometimes made him feel most alive.

Or as alive as he could feel.

"You're early again."

Alfonz turned toward the staff room.

Marta, the clinic's night nurse, stood in the doorway holding a paper cup of tea. She was in her late fifties, with short silver hair and the permanent expression of someone who had long ago decided that the world was ridiculous but worth tolerating.

"I like the quiet," he replied.

"You like working too much."

"Perhaps."

"You know, most people your age complain about night shifts. They want families, holidays, weekends. They want to sit on beaches and drink expensive cocktails."

"Most people my age?"

Marta narrowed her eyes.

"Whatever age you claim to be."

A small smile appeared on Alfonz's face.

He had learned long ago that humor was an excellent way to escape questions. Humans often accepted a joke where they would have demanded an explanation.

Marta shook her head and walked past him.

"One day, I'm going to discover your secret."

"I look forward to it."

"You say that now."

She disappeared into the treatment corridor.

Alfonz watched her go with something approaching affection. Marta was one of the few people at the clinic who treated him neither as a mysterious genius nor as an inconvenience. To her, he was simply Alfonz: the unusually quiet doctor who always covered the shifts nobody wanted.

He liked being ordinary in someone's eyes.

It was a dangerous comfort.

His attention returned to the entrance just as the clock changed to midnight.

The doors opened.

A man stumbled inside, supported by another figure who had one arm wrapped firmly around his waist.

Alfonz recognized the signs of an emergency before the receptionist had even risen from her chair.

The injured man was pale, his breathing shallow. Dark blood stained the front of his shirt, and one hand pressed desperately against his ribs. His companion, a broad-shouldered young man wearing a paramedic uniform, guided him toward the nearest examination room.

"Doctor!" the paramedic called. "I need help here."

Alfonz was already moving.

"Bring him into room three."

"He's losing blood."

"I can see that."

The paramedic gave him a sharp look, apparently unimpressed by the calm response, but followed his instructions.

Together, they eased the injured man onto the examination bed.

Alfonz pulled on gloves and began assessing the wound. The damage was severe, but not immediately fatal. The strange part was not the amount of blood. It was the smell.

Beneath the metallic scent of fresh injury lay something unmistakable.

Old magic.

And underneath it, the unmistakable trace of vampire blood.

Alfonz's expression remained unchanged.

"What's his name?" he asked.

"Dolfie."

The paramedic looked up from the patient's other side.

"No, that's me. His name is unknown. We found him behind the Black Lantern nightclub. He was conscious when we arrived, but he hasn't said a word since."

Alfonz glanced at him.

"Dolfie?"

"Yes."

The name was accompanied by a pair of unusually expressive eyes, dark hair dampened by the rain, and a face that looked exhausted without losing its warmth. Dolfie appeared to be in his early thirties. His uniform was creased from hours of work, and there was a small scratch along his jaw.

He looked like someone who had spent the evening trying to save people from their worst moments.

Alfonz recognized that particular exhaustion.

He had seen it on countless faces throughout his existence.

"How long ago was he injured?" Alfonz asked.

"Approximately twenty minutes. Maybe twenty-five. We were called by someone who reported a fight, but there was no one else at the scene when we arrived."

"No witnesses?"

"Not a single one."

Dolfie paused.

"Which is strange, considering the amount of blood."

Alfonz carefully examined the wound.

The injury appeared to have been caused by a narrow blade, but its edges were unnaturally dark, as though the flesh had been burned from the inside. Ordinary weapons did not leave marks like these.

He had seen them before.

Once, in Vienna, when a vampire had been dragged into a church basement and tortured by men who believed immortality was an insult to God.

And again, decades later, when an entire household of vampires had vanished from a quiet village outside Prague.

Alfonz had spent years hoping never to encounter those wounds again.

He removed the injured man's shirt with a pair of scissors.

Dolfie leaned closer.

"What is that?"

"What is what?"

"The black around the wound."

Alfonz looked at him.

"Contamination, perhaps."

"Contamination doesn't usually look like that."

"You have experience with unusual wounds?"

"I have experience with people bleeding in alleys. I've seen knife wounds, gunshot wounds, industrial accidents, and a man who somehow managed to put a garden fork through his own foot."

Despite himself, Alfonz almost smiled.

"And this is different?"

"This is very different."

Their eyes met.

For one brief moment, Alfonz had the uncomfortable sensation that Dolfie was looking directly through him.

Not at his face. Not at the white coat or the gloved hands.

Through him.

It was an absurd thought, and Alfonz dismissed it immediately.

"Please prepare a saline infusion," he said. "And contact the laboratory. I want an urgent blood analysis."

Dolfie nodded and moved toward the equipment.

Alfonz worked quickly. He cleaned the wound, administered the appropriate treatment, and monitored the patient's vital signs. His hands were steady, his movements precise.

The patient suddenly seized his wrist.

Alfonz froze.

The man's eyes opened.

They were entirely black.

No white. No visible pupils.

Only darkness.

"Don't let them take it," the stranger whispered.

Alfonz leaned closer.

"Take what?"

"The heart beneath the stone."

The man's grip tightened with surprising strength.

"They've found us. The hunters have found us."

Then his eyes rolled backward, and he collapsed against the bed.

Dolfie rushed to the monitor.

"What happened?"

"He's unconscious."

"I can see that. His pulse is dropping."

Alfonz looked at the monitor and then at the patient.

For an ordinary human, the signs would have been alarming. For a vampire, they were stranger still. The patient's heart had slowed to a fraction of its previous rhythm, while his body temperature was falling rapidly.

Alfonz understood what was happening.

The wound was not merely physical. Whatever weapon had caused it was interfering with the man's ability to heal.

"Prepare the emergency medication," he instructed.

Dolfie moved immediately.

For the next several minutes, they worked without speaking. Dolfie followed every instruction, anticipated what Alfonz needed, and refused to panic even when the patient's condition worsened.

Alfonz found himself impressed.

He had worked alongside hundreds of medical professionals. Some possessed extraordinary technical skills, while others had an instinctive ability to comfort frightened patients. Dolfie seemed to possess both.

When the crisis finally stabilized, Dolfie exhaled and stepped back from the bed.

"Well," he muttered, wiping his forehead with the back of his wrist. "That was not how I expected my night to go."

Alfonz removed his gloves.

"Night shifts rarely follow expectations."

"Do they always involve mysterious strangers with black blood?"

"No."

Dolfie studied him.

"That sounded suspiciously like the answer of a man who knows more than he's saying."

Alfonz discarded the gloves.

"Perhaps I simply know how to maintain professional discretion."

"Perhaps."

Dolfie's mouth curved into a small smile.

"Or perhaps you're the most suspicious doctor I've ever met."

Alfonz had been called many things throughout his long life. Monster. Murderer. Heretic. Demon. Once, in a particularly unfortunate century, he had even been mistaken for a tax collector.

Suspicious doctor was new.

He found that he liked it.

"Should I be concerned?" he asked.

"Not yet."

"How reassuring."

Dolfie laughed softly.

The sound surprised Alfonz. It was not especially loud or remarkable, yet something about it seemed to lighten the sterile room. For an instant, the clinic felt less like a place where people arrived broken and more like a place where something might still be repaired.

Alfonz looked away first.

He had learned to recognize the beginning of dangerous attachments. They often started with something insignificant: a voice he wanted to hear again, a face he remembered too clearly, a conversation that lingered long after it should have ended.

He had spent centuries learning how to prevent such attachments from taking root.

He would not make the same mistake again.

"So," Dolfie said, checking the patient's monitor, "what happens now?"

"We keep him stable and wait for the laboratory results."

"And if the results don't explain anything?"

"Then we investigate further."

Dolfie tilted his head.

"You make that sound easy."

"It isn't."

For the first time since entering the room, Alfonz allowed his expression to become serious.

"Some things are more complicated than they appear."

Dolfie's smile faded slightly.

"You're talking about the patient?"

"Among other things."

A silence settled between them.

Beyond the examination room, the clinic continued its quiet work. Footsteps passed in the corridor. A telephone rang at reception. Somewhere outside, a vehicle accelerated through the rain.

Dolfie eventually looked down at his uniform and sighed.

"I should probably call my dispatcher and let them know we're clear."

"Of course."

He moved toward the door, then stopped.

"Doctor?"

"Yes?"

"Alfonz, right?"

"That's right."

"Dolfie."

"I remember."

"Good. I would hate to think I made such an impression only to be forgotten five minutes later."

Alfonz raised an eyebrow.

"You're very confident."

"Only when I'm exhausted."

"Then I imagine you're confident quite often."

"Unfortunately."

Dolfie smiled again.

This time, Alfonz did not immediately look away.

For a moment, neither man moved. Dolfie seemed about to say something else, but a voice called his name from the corridor.

He glanced toward the sound.

"Duty calls."

"Apparently."

Dolfie walked to the door, then turned back one last time.

"Try not to spend the entire night looking mysterious, Doctor. It can't be good for your health."

Alfonz folded his arms.

"I'll take the recommendation under advisement."

"Excellent. I expect results by morning."

Then Dolfie was gone.

Alfonz remained in the examination room longer than necessary.

He could still hear Dolfie's footsteps moving down the corridor, followed by a brief exchange with Marta at reception. He listened as the entrance doors opened and closed, allowing a gust of cold air to sweep through the building.

Only when the sounds faded did he turn back toward the injured stranger.

The patient's face had relaxed in unconsciousness. His skin remained unnaturally pale, and the blackened wound beneath his ribs looked like a hole cut into the fabric of reality itself.

Alfonz pulled a chair beside the bed.

"The hunters," he whispered.

He had not heard that word spoken with genuine fear in many years.

He had hoped it would remain buried in the past.

Carefully, he lifted the patient's hand and examined the markings along his wrist. Beneath the blood and grime, a faint symbol had been carved into the skin: a circle broken by three intersecting lines.

Alfonz recognized it immediately.

The mark belonged to an organization that should no longer have existed.

An organization he had once believed destroyed.

His fingers curled slowly into a fist.

If the hunters had returned, then the city was no longer safe. The vampires living quietly among humans would be in danger, and the clinic itself might already be under observation.

He should have been thinking about protection, escape routes, and the names of people he needed to warn.

Instead, an irritatingly vivid memory surfaced: dark eyes, damp hair, a tired smile, and a voice that had somehow made an ordinary night feel different.

Dolfie.

Alfonz closed his eyes.

"No," he murmured to himself. "Absolutely not."

He had survived wars, betrayals, and centuries of loneliness. He would not allow a charming paramedic with a habit of asking difficult questions to complicate his existence.

He would keep his distance.

He would protect his secrets.

And he would certainly not look forward to seeing Dolfie again.

A quiet electronic beep interrupted his thoughts.

Alfonz opened his eyes and glanced at the patient's monitor.

The man's heart had begun beating faster.

His eyelids fluttered.

Then, without warning, he seized Alfonz's wrist again.

"They're already here," he rasped.

Alfonz leaned forward.

"Who?"

The stranger's black eyes fixed on him.

"The hunters."

His voice dropped to a terrified whisper.

"They know about the clinic. They know about you."

Before Alfonz could respond, the lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Then every light in the examination room went dark.

For a few seconds, the only illumination came from the faint glow of the monitor.

Alfonz heard a sound from the corridor.

A door opening.

Footsteps.

Slow, deliberate footsteps approaching the examination room.

He rose from his chair.

Every instinct honed over centuries of survival came alive at once. His hearing sharpened, distinguishing the faint movement of fabric from the quiet rhythm of human breathing.

Someone was outside.

Someone who did not belong there.

Alfonz stepped between the door and the injured vampire.

The handle began to turn.

And for the first time in many years, he felt something he had almost forgotten.

Fear.
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Chapter 2 — Coffee Before Sunrise
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The first thing Alfonz noticed about the approaching night was the rain.

It had started shortly before sunset, falling in thin silver lines against the clinic windows and turning the streets outside into mirrors of neon and passing headlights. By eleven o'clock, the rain had grown heavier, drumming against the glass doors and washing the pavement clean of the day's dust.

Alfonz stood behind the reception desk, reading a medical report that had already occupied too much of his attention.

The injured stranger from several nights earlier had survived.

That was the good news.

The bad news was that the patient had disappeared before the clinic's morning staff arrived.

No discharge papers. No explanation. No trace of where he had gone.

Only an empty bed, a folded hospital gown, and a message written on the back of a laboratory request form.

The heart beneath the stone must never awaken.

Alfonz had read those words so many times that he could have recited them without looking.

He had also spent the past three nights searching for the stranger, questioning his contacts within the city's supernatural community, and investigating the broken symbol discovered on the man's wrist.

The results had been disappointing.

Nobody knew where the patient had gone. Nobody wanted to discuss the symbol. And the few vampires who recognized the mark had reacted with the same expression Alfonz remembered from a very different time.

Fear.

He placed the report on the desk.

Fear was an old companion. He had lived through centuries of it, both his own and that of others. He understood its usefulness and its limitations.

What he did not understand was why the thought of the hunters returning had begun to bother him less than another, far more ridiculous thought.

He wondered whether Dolfie would come back.

Alfonz frowned at himself.

It was an absurd question.

Dolfie was a paramedic. He had patients to attend to, emergencies to answer, and a life that presumably existed beyond the walls of St. Raphael's Medical Clinic. He had no reason to return merely because he had encountered an unusually reserved doctor during a difficult shift.

Besides, Alfonz had made a career out of avoiding unnecessary attachments.

He had no intention of abandoning that discipline because a human man possessed attractive eyes and a talent for making him smile.

The entrance doors opened.

A gust of cold air swept across the reception area.

Alfonz looked up.

Dolfie stood just inside the entrance, shaking rain from his jacket.

For a moment, neither man spoke.

Then Dolfie smiled.

"Well, look at that. You're still here."

Alfonz stared at him.

"I work here."

"Right. Of course. Silly of me to expect the doctor to have gone home."

"Some of us have professional commitments."

"Some of us need to learn the meaning of a day off."

Alfonz glanced at the clock.

"You're aware it's nearly midnight?"

"Painfully aware. I've been awake since yesterday morning."

"And yet you came here voluntarily?"

Dolfie shrugged out of his wet jacket.

"I was in the neighborhood."

Alfonz looked through the glass doors at the rain-soaked street.

"The neighborhood?"

"More or less."

"Your ambulance station is on the other side of the city."

Dolfie paused.

Then he laughed.

"You're annoyingly observant."

"It's a professional habit."

"So is asking questions, but I don't see you volunteering any answers."

Alfonz felt the familiar warning of amusement rise inside him.

He suppressed it unsuccessfully.

"What brings you here, Dolfie?"

The paramedic's expression softened slightly.

"I wanted to check on the patient we brought in the other night. The man from the alley."

"He left."

Dolfie's eyebrows rose.

"He left? When?"

"Several hours before the morning shift arrived."

"Without telling anyone?"

"Apparently."

"That's irresponsible."

"He was not particularly interested in following medical advice."

Dolfie shook his head.

"Some people seem to believe that surviving an emergency means they're invincible."

Alfonz thought of the stranger's black eyes and the weapon that had nearly destroyed him.

"Some people have more reason than others to believe they're difficult to kill."

Dolfie studied him.

"That sounded suspiciously philosophical."

"I have my moments."

"Should I be worried?"

"Only if you intend to ask more questions."

Dolfie grinned.

"Then we're both in trouble."

Alfonz should have returned to his report. He should have reminded Dolfie that the clinic was not a social club and that there was no medical reason for him to remain there.

Instead, he heard himself ask, "Have you had coffee?"

Dolfie blinked.

"Have I had coffee?"

"Yes."

"Today?"

"Preferably."

"Doctor, I've had so much coffee that I suspect my blood type has changed."

"Then one more cup should make little difference."

Dolfie laughed again.

Alfonz gestured toward the staff room.

"Come along."



The clinic's staff room was small, practical, and almost aggressively ordinary.

A refrigerator hummed beneath a counter covered with mismatched mugs. A microwave occupied one corner, while a faded poster reminding employees to wash their hands hung crookedly beside the door. Someone had left a packet of biscuits open on the table.

Alfonz had always appreciated the room's lack of pretension.

There was something reassuring about a place where no one expected him to be mysterious.

Dolfie dropped into a chair and stretched his legs beneath the table.

"Now this," he announced, "is luxury."

Alfonz filled the kettle.

"Your standards are remarkably low."

"You haven't spent fourteen hours in an ambulance listening to a broken radio, dealing with traffic, and trying to convince a man that swallowing an entire bottle of sleeping pills was not a particularly good decision."

"I imagine not."

"Then you haven't earned the right to criticize my standards."

Alfonz prepared two cups of coffee.

He had learned the art of making coffee from a human woman who had lived in Budapest in the late nineteenth century. She had insisted that a proper cup required patience, careful measurements, and an appreciation of bitterness.

Alfonz had followed her instructions for decades.

He had never told anyone that he could no longer taste coffee the way he once had.

He placed a cup in front of Dolfie and sat opposite him.

Dolfie took a sip.

His eyes widened.

"Oh."

Alfonz raised an eyebrow.

"Is something wrong?"

"No. That's actually good."

"I'm relieved."

"Really good."

"I shall inform the staff that their coffee has received your approval."

"Don't be sarcastic. It's a gift."

"What is?"

"Making people feel better."

Alfonz looked at him for a moment.

Then he lowered his eyes to his own cup.

"Perhaps."

For a while, they drank in comfortable silence.

Outside, the rain continued to fall. The distant sounds of the clinic drifted through the corridor, interrupted occasionally by the ringing of a telephone or the hurried footsteps of a nurse.

Dolfie leaned back in his chair.

"So, how long have you worked here?"

"Long enough."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the one I have."

"Do you always make conversation this difficult?"

"Only when I'm enjoying it."

Dolfie paused, his cup halfway to his mouth.

Then he smiled slowly.

"Careful, Doctor. Someone might think you like me."

Alfonz looked directly at him.

"Would that be a problem?"

The question seemed to catch Dolfie off guard.

For the first time since entering the clinic, the paramedic had nothing immediately clever to say.

His expression changed subtly. The playful confidence remained, but something more vulnerable appeared beneath it.

"No," he said eventually. "I don't think it would."

Alfonz looked away.

He had not intended to say that.

He had certainly not intended to make it sound like an invitation.

Yet the words remained between them, warm and unmistakable.

Dolfie broke the silence first.

"So, Alfonz. What do you do when you're not working?"

"Work."

"That's depressing."

"I find it satisfying."

"Do you have hobbies?"

"I read."

"What do you read?"

"History. Philosophy. Occasionally poetry."

Dolfie tilted his head.

"Poetry?"

"Is that surprising?"

"A little. You don't exactly strike me as a romantic."

"Perhaps you should avoid making assumptions."

Dolfie smiled into his coffee.

"Perhaps I should."

Alfonz found himself wondering what Dolfie would think if he knew the truth.

He had read poetry in languages that no longer existed. He had attended performances in theaters that had since crumbled into dust. He had once known a poet whose verses were celebrated across three kingdoms, and he had watched that poet grow old while he remained unchanged.

He had also loved him.

The memory arrived without warning.

A candlelit room. Rain against wooden shutters. A hand resting against his cheek.

A voice whispering, Promise me you won't forget.

Alfonz tightened his fingers around the cup.

He had never forgotten.

That was the curse of memory. It preserved the beautiful things alongside the unbearable ones, refusing to distinguish between the two.

"Alfonz?"

Dolfie's voice drew him back.

"Yes?"

"You disappeared for a moment."

"I was thinking."

"About poetry?"

"Among other things."

Dolfie studied him, then decided not to pursue the matter.

Instead, he looked toward the window.

"Sometimes I wish I could disappear for a while."

Alfonz followed his gaze.

"From your work?"

"From everything."

The change in Dolfie's tone was quiet but unmistakable.

Alfonz set down his cup.

"Would you like to tell me about it?"

Dolfie seemed surprised by the question.

For a few seconds, he turned his coffee cup slowly between his hands.

Then he sighed.

"It's not that I hate my job. I love it, actually. I like being able to help people. I like knowing that, when someone's having the worst night of their life, I might be able to make it a little less terrible."

He paused.

"But sometimes you do everything right, and it still isn't enough."

Alfonz listened without interrupting.

Dolfie stared at the dark surface of his coffee.

"Last week, we got called to an apartment where a woman had collapsed. She was in her forties. Two children. Her husband was standing in the hallway when we arrived, holding a dish towel because he'd tried to stop the bleeding before we got there."

His voice became quieter.

"We worked on her for nearly forty minutes. We did everything we could. I remember the husband asking me whether she was going to be all right, and I remember telling him that we were doing everything possible."

He swallowed.

"She died before we reached the hospital."

The room seemed to grow smaller.

"I keep thinking about the children," Dolfie continued. "I keep thinking about the husband standing in that hallway, waiting for us to tell him that his life was about to change forever."

He shook his head.

"And then I went home, took a shower, slept for three hours, and came back to work. Because someone else needed help, and the world doesn't stop just because you couldn't save somebody."

Alfonz remained silent.

He had witnessed death in every conceivable form. He had stood beside soldiers whose last words were prayers, held strangers who begged for another breath, and watched entire families disappear during epidemics.

He had learned to accept that mortality was an unavoidable part of human existence.

But Dolfie was not speaking about mortality.

He was speaking about the burden of being present when another person reached the end of their life, then having to walk away and continue living.

Alfonz understood that burden more than he wanted to admit.

"What do you do when you can't save someone?" he asked.

Dolfie gave a tired smile.

"You write the report. You talk to your partner if they're willing to listen. Sometimes you have a drink, although I'm trying to stop doing that after difficult shifts."

"And does it help?"

"Sometimes."

He looked at Alfonz.

"Sometimes I just sit in my apartment and listen to the refrigerator hum because it's the only thing making noise. I tell myself that tomorrow will be better. Then tomorrow arrives, and someone else needs help."

Alfonz looked at the young man across the table.

He noticed the faint shadows beneath his eyes, the tension in his shoulders, and the way his fingers remained wrapped around the cup even though the coffee had grown cold.

Dolfie had probably told himself that he needed to be strong so often that he had forgotten he was allowed to be tired.

"You don't have to save everyone," Alfonz said.

Dolfie let out a humorless laugh.

"I know that."

"Knowing something and accepting it are different things."

The paramedic looked at him.

For a moment, Alfonz wondered whether he had revealed too much of himself in that sentence.

Dolfie seemed to consider it carefully.

"That's annoyingly wise."

"I've had practice."

"At being wise?"

"At watching people suffer because they believe they should have been able to prevent something beyond their control."

Dolfie's expression softened.

"Did you lose someone?"

The question landed more heavily than Dolfie could have intended.

Alfonz saw the face of a man long dead. He remembered warm hands, a crooked smile, and the quiet certainty of a promise made beneath a summer sky.

He remembered the moment that promise became impossible to keep.

"Yes," he answered.

Dolfie waited.

Alfonz could have said more. He could have explained that losing someone was not always a single event, that sometimes it was a process lasting decades, and that the most painful part was learning to carry memories no one else could understand.

Instead, he lifted his cup.

"A long time ago."

Dolfie recognized the boundary.

He did not cross it.

"I'm sorry," he said simply.

Alfonz inclined his head.

"Thank you."

The silence that followed was different from the earlier ones. It contained no awkwardness, no expectation that either man needed to fill it with another joke.

Dolfie looked at him with a kind of quiet understanding that Alfonz found more unsettling than curiosity.

He was accustomed to people wanting answers.

He was not accustomed to someone accepting that he was not ready to provide them.



"Can I ask you something?" Dolfie said eventually.

"You have been asking me things all evening."

"That's not a no."

"Go ahead."

"Do you have a family?"

Alfonz became very still.

The question was ordinary. Harmless, even. It was the kind of question people asked when they wanted to know another person beyond their professional role.

But family was not an ordinary subject for him.

His family had existed long before the city outside the window had taken its present shape. He remembered the village where he had been born, the narrow streets and wooden houses, and the voices of people who had lived their entire lives without imagining that the world would eventually forget their names.

He remembered his mother's hands.

His father's laughter.

A younger brother who had once followed him everywhere, convinced that Alfonz could solve any problem simply because he was older.

All of them were gone.

Even the graves had disappeared.

The village had been rebuilt, its church demolished, its fields divided by roads. The place where his childhood home had stood was now occupied by a building whose residents had no idea that the ground beneath them had once been a garden.

Alfonz had lived longer than he could reasonably explain.

Sometimes he wondered whether he was still the same person who had once belonged to that family.

"I did," he said.

Dolfie's expression changed.

"Did?"

"Long ago."

"I'm sorry."

"You don't need to apologize."

"I know. I just..." Dolfie hesitated. "I don't always know what to say when someone tells me they've lost everyone."

Alfonz looked at him.

"Perhaps you don't need to say anything."

Dolfie nodded slowly.

"Perhaps."

He did not ask another question.

He did not demand to know how long ago Alfonz had lost them, whether he had siblings, or why he seemed to carry the memory of his family like a wound that had never fully healed.

Instead, he reached for the packet of biscuits on the table, opened it, and pushed it toward Alfonz.

"Here."

Alfonz looked at the packet.

"What is this?"

"Biscuits."

"I'm familiar with biscuits."

"Excellent. Then we're making progress."

Alfonz raised an eyebrow.

"Should I be concerned about your medical judgment?"

"Only if you refuse to eat one."

"I don't eat biscuits during working hours."

"That's a very specific rule."

"It is."

"Is it written somewhere?"

"Not formally."

"Then I propose we ignore it."

Dolfie took a biscuit and began eating it.

Alfonz stared at him with exaggerated disapproval.

The paramedic chewed thoughtfully.

"You know, for someone who claims to be concerned with professional discretion, you spend a remarkable amount of time making yourself difficult to understand."

"And for someone who has been awake since yesterday morning, you remain remarkably talkative."

"It's a survival mechanism."

"Talking?"

"Absolutely. If I stop talking, I might fall asleep."

Alfonz laughed.

It was a small sound, quiet and brief, but it was genuine.

Dolfie looked at him as though he had just witnessed something extraordinary.

"There," he said.

Alfonz frowned.

"There what?"

"You should do that more often."

"Laugh?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because you look younger when you do."

The words were spoken casually, but Alfonz felt them settle somewhere beneath his ribs.

Younger.

He had not looked younger in more than a century. His appearance had become a carefully maintained disguise, fixed at an age that allowed him to move through the world without attracting too much attention.

Yet Dolfie had noticed something that had nothing to do with his face.

For one unguarded moment, Alfonz had forgotten the weight of his years.

He had simply enjoyed another person's company.

"Perhaps you should be careful," Alfonz said.

Dolfie's smile faded slightly.

"Why?"

"People who spend too much time around me tend to discover things they would prefer not to know."

Dolfie considered him.

"Are you warning me away?"

"I'm advising caution."

"Those aren't necessarily the same thing."

"No," Alfonz admitted. "They aren't."

Dolfie leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table.

"Then let me make something clear. I'm not a child, Alfonz. I know the world can be ugly. I see it every night. I've met people who lie, people who hurt others, and people who smile while doing terrible things."

His voice remained gentle.

"But I've also met people who do good things when nobody is watching. People who stay with strangers in emergency rooms because they don't want them to be alone. People who give up their sleep to help someone they will never see again."

He held Alfonz's gaze.

"I don't think being cautious means you have to spend your entire life alone."

For several seconds, Alfonz could not find an answer.

He had heard speeches about love before. He had read philosophical arguments about human connection and listened to priests describe the virtue of companionship.

None of those things had affected him quite like Dolfie's simple conviction.

Perhaps because Dolfie was not speaking from theory.

He was speaking from exhaustion, grief, and a stubborn determination to keep caring despite everything he had seen.

Alfonz looked down at his hands.

"You make it sound very simple."

"No," Dolfie replied. "I think it's difficult. I just don't think difficult things are always reasons to give up."

A telephone rang in the corridor.

The sound broke the moment between them.

Dolfie glanced toward the door.

"That'll be for me, probably. My dispatcher has a remarkable talent for knowing exactly when I'm sitting down."

He stood and stretched his arms above his head.

Alfonz rose as well.

"You should get some rest."

"I intend to. Eventually."

"That is not a convincing answer."

"It's the only one I have."

Alfonz recognized his own words and almost smiled again.

Dolfie retrieved his jacket from the back of the chair.

"Thank you for the coffee."

"You're welcome."

"And the conversation."

Alfonz nodded.

"Any time."

The words escaped before he could stop them.

Dolfie noticed.

His expression softened into a smile that was quieter than his earlier teasing.

"I might remember that."

Alfonz hoped he would not.

He hoped he would.

Both possibilities frightened him.



They left the staff room together.

The clinic had grown busier while they were talking. A nurse hurried past carrying a tray of medical supplies, and a receptionist was speaking into the telephone while searching for a patient file.

Dolfie paused beside the reception desk.

"I should head back before my partner decides I've abandoned the profession."

"That would be unfortunate."

"Especially since I haven't figured out what else I'd do with my life."

He slipped into his jacket.

Then he looked at Alfonz with a sudden seriousness.

"Can I ask one more question?"

Alfonz folded his arms.

"Apparently, I have little choice."

Dolfie smiled.

"Why do you work nights?"

"Because the clinic needs someone who can handle the overnight shift."

"That's the professional answer."

"It is."

"I'm asking for the real one."

Alfonz glanced toward the dark windows.

Beyond them, the city continued its restless movement. People were driving home, finishing drinks, falling in love, arguing, laughing, and making plans for mornings that Alfonz would never experience in the same way they did.

"I prefer the quiet," he said at last.

Dolfie nodded.

"That's what you told me before."

"Then perhaps I have already given you the answer."

"Perhaps."

Dolfie studied him for another moment.

"But I think there's more to it."

"There usually is."

Their eyes met.

Alfonz could feel the conversation approaching a boundary he was unwilling to cross. He wanted to tell Dolfie something true, something that would allow the paramedic to understand at least a fraction of the person standing before him.

Instead, he heard the words he had repeated to himself for centuries.

"Some things are better left in the past."

Dolfie did not look offended.

He looked sad.

Not for himself, Alfonz realized, but for the man who believed that the past was the only place where his most important experiences belonged.

"All right," Dolfie said quietly. "I won't push."

He turned toward the exit.

Then, with one hand resting against the door, he glanced back.

"For what it's worth, I enjoyed tonight."

Alfonz felt the words more sharply than he expected.

"So did I."

Dolfie's smile returned.

"Good. Then perhaps I'll see you again."

"Perhaps."

The doors opened, admitting a rush of cold air.

Dolfie stepped outside and disappeared into the rain.

Alfonz remained where he was, watching until the paramedic's figure vanished among the lights and passing vehicles.

He told himself that the conversation had meant nothing.

It had been a cup of coffee, a few stories, and an ordinary exchange between two men who
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