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      “But the worst enemy you can meet will always be yourself; you lie in wait for yourself in caverns and forest.”

      
        
        - Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra
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      “Mom? Mom, can you hear me? Mom, please. Mom!”

      Sam jerked awake with a strangled cry, her hands reaching out for the ghost of a woman who wasn’t there—a woman who hadn’t been there for years. For a few seconds, she struggled to breathe, just like she always did when she woke from a nightmare about the crash, and then she remembered where she was.

      It was five years on. She was in bed, in her apartment, and it was dark because it was three a.m., not because she was upside down on a snowy embankment. That pain across her chest where the seatbelt was cutting into her skin wasn’t real, and the harsh smell of gasoline that burned her nose was just a phantom.

      She sank back against the pillows shakily, counting down from ten. It was a tactic her therapist had taught her in the months after the accident. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t, but it was always worth a try.

      “Ten.”

      She was at home, in bed…

      “Nine.”

      The desperation in her voice as she cried out for her mother was fading now, getting quieter…

      “Eight.”

      Her voice was growing stronger; it had lost that shaky quality that betrayed her nerves.

      “Seven. Six.”

      Her breathing was steadier now.

      “Five.”

      The smell of gasoline got weaker, replaced by the lavender diffuser in the corner of her room. She kept counting, all the way down to one, and when she was finished, she felt her muscles relax a little. For a few moments, she lay in the darkness staring at the ceiling before allowing exhaustion to take over, dragging her into a dreamless sleep for the few remaining hours before her alarm was set to awaken her.
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      As she waited for her first coffee of the morning to brew, Sam leaned against the kitchen counter, staring off into space as she thought about the nightmare that had woken her the night before.

      It wasn’t often she had nightmares anymore. The year after the crash had been the worst—she’d woken up almost every night screaming for her mother until her throat was raw, desperately scrabbling at the air in front of her as she tried to cling onto a woman who was long gone. But after a while it got a little easier to deal with the loss. It always did, in the end. The pain got just a little less agonizing; the grief was just a little less overwhelming, and the nightmares grew more infrequent.

      As she poured her coffee, Sam wondered what had set her off, before remembering the patient she’d dealt with the day before. She was a young girl, couldn’t have been much older than eighteen, and she’d lost control of her car as she made her way home. She’d taken a turn too quickly, flown off the road, and wrapped herself around a lamppost.

      The car was a mangled wreck when they’d arrived, but she was alive. Sam couldn’t help but wince as she remembered the terror in the young girl’s face when she’d looked up at the EMTs. She wondered if that was how she’d looked all those years ago. Young, terrified, not sure if she was dead or alive.

      That familiar sick feeling swirled in her stomach, but Sam pushed it down as she sipped her coffee, huffing out a breath through her nose. The girl was okay, except for the broken bones and bruises. That was what mattered, that was what she had to focus on.

      With a low groan, Sam stretched out her aching muscles slowly. At least she didn’t have to work today. There was no risk of accidentally stumbling on a job that would trigger another nightmare. All she had was soccer practice in a few hours.

      Sam had found the soccer team a couple of years earlier, on the recommendation of her therapist. Sports were a regularly recommended form of therapy for people who’d gone through trauma. Team sports forced you to interact with people and reduce the risk of isolating yourself and falling into depression, or something like that. Honestly, Sam had just taken it up because it gave her the excuse to kick something, and back then that was all she’d wanted.

      It had quickly become so much more than that, though. Maybe it was the fact that she was naturally good at soccer, or maybe she really did just like team sports, but Sam had grown to genuinely love the sport. She loved the feeling of chasing down the field, loved the adrenaline that pulsed through her veins the moment the game started, and she’d fallen in love with her teammates almost instantly.

      In fact, practice probably would have been perfect if not for one tiny detail—her hardass coach, Chrissie. For some reason, the older woman had taken an instant dislike to Sam from the first day she joined the team, and after months of quiet comments and pointed jabs, she was making no effort at hiding it.

      It might not have been so bad if it wasn’t for the fact that Chrissie wasn’t just technically her boss on the field. When Sam had started her probation as an EMT a month earlier, she’d been told she would work alongside one of the most experienced members of the team. Her new partner was someone who took rookies under her wing all the time, so there was nothing to worry about.

      She’d been horrified to walk into the break room and see Chrissie waiting for her. Not only did she have to put up with Coach Chrissie snapping at her when she was late to practice, or made a little mistake during a game, but now she had to contend with EMT Chrissie too.

      Sam shuddered dramatically at the thought, sipping her coffee. She’d thought Coach Chrissie
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