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            FIRST NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Suzy Fairchild gripped her travel mug like a talisman as she approached Daybridge Mercy Hospital's staff entrance. The August night air clung to her skin, humid and electric with the promise of a storm. Three months out of nursing school, and here she was—her first night shift at the hospital everyone in town whispered about.

      It's just a hospital, she reminded herself. Just like your clinicals. With better pay and actual responsibility.

      The security guard—a barrel-chested man with salt-and-pepper hair—looked up from his crossword puzzle as she approached the desk. His name tag read "Frank."

      "First night?" he asked, eyes crinkling with something between amusement and sympathy.

      Suzy nodded, fumbling for her newly issued ID badge. "That obvious?"

      "You've got that deer-in- the-headlights look." Frank chuckled, scanning her badge. "Plus, everyone knows each other on nights. A new face stands out." The scanner beeped, and he handed the badge back. "Welcome to the night crew, Suzy Fairchild, RN. Take the service elevator to four. Marcy's expecting you."

      The elevator smelled of antiseptic and someone's abandoned lunch. Suzy adjusted her scrubs—crisp navy blue with not a wrinkle in sight—and checked her watch: 10:47 PM. Thirteen minutes early. Perfect.

      The doors opened onto a fluorescent-lit nurses' station, where a woman with curly gray hair pulled into a messy bun looked up from a computer screen.

      "Suzy?" The woman stood, revealing colorful scrubs covered in cartoon frogs. "I'm Marcy Chen, charge nurse. You're early—a good sign." She extended a hand with nails painted electric blue; each was decorated with tiny silver stars.

      Suzy shook it, surprised by the firm grip. "Nice to meet you. I wanted to get the lay of the land before the shift started."

      "Smart girl. Leave your things in the break room and we'll get started."

      The tour was brief but thorough—the medication room with its precisely organized shelves, the supply closets with their treasures of gauze and tubing, patient rooms arranged in a horseshoe around the nurses' station. Marcy pointed out the crash cart, the code button locations, and the quick-reference protocols taped beside each computer.

      "General medical floor is pretty straightforward," Marcy explained. "Post-ops, chronic conditions, occasional overflow from other departments. Nothing too exciting, which makes it perfect for orientation."

      Suzy nodded, mentally mapping exits, equipment locations, and workflow patterns. The hospital itself was older than she expected—not decrepit, but with the solid bones of a building constructed in the 1950s and updated piecemeal over decades. Behind the modern monitoring equipment and fresh paint lurked hints of its age: arched doorways, terrazzo floors worn by countless footsteps, and strange alcoves that served no obvious purpose.

      "What's down there?" Suzy asked, pointing to a dimly lit corridor branching off the main hallway.

      "Old administrative wing. Mostly storage now." Marcy waved dismissively. "You won't need to go there. Let's meet your patients for tonight."

      By 11:30, they'd reviewed all six patients assigned to Suzy: Mr. Peterson with pneumonia in 412. Mrs. Abernathy recovering from hip replacement in 414. The college student with diabetic ketoacidosis in 415. Each with its own story, its own specific needs.

      "You'll do night shift vitals at 3 AM," Marcy explained as they returned to the nurses' station. "Everything's quieter than. The doctors call it the dead zone—the lowest point in human circadian rhythms. Blood pressure drops, and body temperature falls."

      "The hour of the wolf," Suzy murmured.

      Marcy raised an eyebrow. "Folklore major?"

      "Just too many late-night documentaries." Suzy felt her cheeks flush. "My roommate in nursing school was into weird stuff."

      "Well, between midnight and 4 AM is when most people die naturally. That's just statistics." Marcy's tone was matter of fact. "But here at Daybridge, 3 AM has its own... traditions. You'll see."

      Before Suzy could ask what that meant, a tall nurse with close-cropped hair approached the station.

      "This the new girl?" he asked, voice deep and warm.

      "Suzy, meet Omar Williams. He'll be your preceptor for the next few weeks."

      Omar's handshake was confident, his eyes alert despite the late hour. "Welcome to the night shift. Hope you brought caffeine."

      "Thermos full," Suzy patted her pocket. "And backup energy drinks in my bag."

      "Smart woman. Let's get the report from the day shift."

      The change-of-shift report was a blur of information—medication times, assessment findings, family dynamics, doctor's orders. Suzy scribbled notes frantically, determined not to miss anything crucial. When they finished, the day nurses departed with the weary enthusiasm of prisoners granted parole, leaving the night crew in command of the floor.

      "First rule of night shift," Omar said as they walked toward their first patient, "trust your instincts. Things look different in the dark. Feel different too."

      "Different how?"

      Omar paused, considering. "You ever been alone in your house at night and suddenly felt like someone was watching you? That prickle on the back of your neck?"

      Suzy nodded.

      "Hospitals are like that, only more so. Full of people in vulnerable states. Life and death hanging in the balance. Pain and fear and hope all mixed together." He shrugged. "Creates an atmosphere."

      They entered Mr. Peterson's room quietly. The elderly man was asleep, an oxygen cannula in place, monitors showing stable vitals. Omar demonstrated the assessment process—listening to lung sounds without waking the patient, checking IV sites by the light of a penlight, documenting findings on the computer outside the room.

      "You'll get faster," he promised as Suzy fumbled with the blood pressure cuff. "Muscle memory kicks in after a while."

      By 1 AM, they'd completed the initial rounds. Suzy's feet already ached, but the familiar routine of patient care grounded her. This was what she'd trained for—what she'd wanted since she was ten and a kind nurse had helped her through her father's cancer treatments.

      "Break time," Omar announced. "Fifteen minutes to refuel."

      The break room was small but comfortable, with a refrigerator humming in the corner and a coffee maker that had seen better days. Two other nurses were already there—a woman with an elaborate braid and a man wearing Spider-Man scrubs.

      "New blood!" the woman exclaimed. "I'm Dani, telemetry. This is Miguel from the ICU."

      "Suzy. General medical."

      "Brave soul," Miguel said, dunking a tea bag in hot water. "How's Omar treating you?"

      "He's great. Very thorough."

      Dani snorted. "Just wait. Once he decides you're competent, the real training begins."

      "What do you mean?"

      The break room door swung open before Dani could answer. A doctor entered—tall and elegant in a pristine white coat, with silver-streaked black hair pulled back in a severe bun. She moved with the confidence of someone who knew exactly how much space she occupied in the world.

      The room fell silent.

      "Ah," the doctor said, dark eyes flickering over Suzy. "The new nurse."

      "Dr. Ironsides," Omar acknowledged. "This is Suzy Fairchild. First night."

      "Indeed." Dr. Ironsides' voice was rich and deep; with an accent Suzy couldn't quite place. "Welcome to Daybridge, Ms. Fairchild. I trust you'll find your time here... enlightening."

      Without waiting for a response, she retrieved a mug from the cabinet, filled it with hot water, and dropped in what looked like dried herbs from a small tin. The scent that filled the room was unfamiliar—earthy with hints of something metallic.

      "I'll be in the east wing if needed," she announced, then departed as suddenly as she'd arrived.

      Suzy released a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. "That's Dr. Ironsides? The attending Miguel mentioned?"

      "The one and only," Dani confirmed. "Brilliant physician, terrible bedside manner. Specializes in rare conditions. Works mostly nights."

      "And her name is actually Ironsides?"

      Omar chuckled. "Changed it legally years ago, from what I hear. Used to be something Polish or Ukrainian."

      "Don't let her intimidate you," Miguel advised. "She's tough on everyone, but fair. Knows her stuff."

      The remainder of the shift flowed more smoothly as Suzy settled into the rhythm of night nursing. Medications at midnight. Checking on the sleeping patients. Charting during quiet moments. Omar was a patient teacher, correcting without criticizing, explaining systems and shortcuts.

      At 2:50 AM, Marcy appeared at the nurses' station. "Almost time for vitals," she announced. "Everyone ready?"

      There was something in her tone—a subtle tension that seemed at odds with such a routine task. Suzy glanced at Omar, who merely nodded and handed her a digital thermometer.

      "Room to room, quick and quiet," he instructed. "Start with 412 and work your way around."

      Suzy moved through the dimly lit corridor, stepping into Mr. Peterson's room. The monitors cast a bluish glow over his sleeping form. She checked his pulse, blood pressure, temperature, respiration—all stable. Nothing unusual.

      In 414, Mrs. Abernathy murmured in her sleep as Suzy gently placed the blood pressure cuff. The elderly woman's skin was cool to the touch, paper-thin over blue veins.

      It was in 415, while checking the diabetic student's glucose levels, that Suzy noticed something strange. For a moment—so brief she might have imagined it—the young man's arm seemed to shimmer, becoming partially transparent. Through his flesh, she could see the outline of the bed beneath him.

      Suzy blinked hard, and everything returned to normal. The student's arm was solid, his pulse steady beneath her fingertips.

      Sleep deprivation, she told herself. Just tired eyes playing tricks.

      She completed the vital signs check and stepped back into the hallway, where Omar waited with the medication cart.

      "Everything normal?" he asked.

      Suzy hesitated. "Yes," she said finally. "Everything's fine."

      But as they continued their rounds, a nagging sensation followed her—that prickle on the back of the neck Omar had described. And though she told herself it was nothing, she couldn't shake the feeling that something about Daybridge Mercy Hospital wasn't quite right.

      In the distance, thunder rumbled as the promised storm finally arrived, and somewhere down the old administrative corridor, a door creaked open, then closed.
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            THE RULES OF NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      "It wasn't just exhaustion," Suzy murmured to herself the next evening, standing at her bathroom mirror. Her reflection stared back, dark circles already forming beneath her eyes despite having slept most of the day. "I know what I saw."

      The memory from her first night shift—that momentary transparency in the diabetic student's arm—had followed her into fitful dreams. Yet, in the harsh light of day, doubt had crept in. How could someone become partially see-through? It defied everything she'd learned in nursing school about human physiology.

      She pulled her hair into a practical ponytail and grabbed her keys. Night two at Daybridge Mercy awaited.

      The hospital looked different as she approached—more imposing against the twilight sky, its windows glowing amber and blue, like eyes watching her arrival. Frank waved her through security with a knowing smile.

      "Came back for more, huh?" he chuckled. "Most newbies look shell-shocked after their first night."

      "It was... interesting," Suzy admitted, swiping her badge.

      "Interesting," Frank repeated, eyes twinkling. "That's one word for it."

      The elevator seemed to take longer tonight, creaking between floors before depositing her at the nurses' station. Omar was already there, organizing medication schedules on the computer.

      "Right on time," he said without looking up. "Sleep okay?"

      "Well enough." Suzy set down her bag. "Though I had weird dreams."

      "Night shift will do that. Flips your circadian rhythm upside down." Omar finally looked at her, his expression unreadable. "First few weeks are the hardest. Then your body adapts."

      Marcy breezed in, today's scrubs covered in dancing skeletons. "Suzy! How's our night bloom doing? Ready for round two?"

      "As ready as I'll ever be," Suzy smiled. "Any changes to the patient assignments?"

      "Same six for continuity. Mr. Peterson might go home tomorrow if his labs look good." Marcy handed over a printed assignment sheet. "Before you start rounds, I want to go over night protocols properly. Yesterday was basics—tonight we get into the finer points."

      They retreated to a small conference room where Marcy pulled out a binder labeled "Night Shift Procedures - Daybridge Mercy."

      "Every hospital has its quirks," Marcy began, flipping open the binder. "Things that don't make it into the employee handbook but are essential to know. Daybridge has more than most."

      The next thirty minutes were a crash course in unwritten rules. Which vending machines worked after midnight (only the one by radiology). Which doctors to call first for different emergencies. The importance of using only the west stairwell between 2 and 4 AM ("East stairs are being repaired," Marcy explained vaguely).

      "And the 3 AM vitals check," Marcy continued, her voice dropping slightly. "It's a tradition here. Has been since the hospital opened in 1952."

      "Most hospitals do four-hour vitals on stable patients," Suzy noted.

      "Not at 3 AM specifically. And not everyone at once." Marcy tapped the page. "At Daybridge, all patients get checked at precisely 3 AM. No exceptions."

      "Why that specific time?"

      Marcy hesitated. "Medical data shows it's when patients are most vulnerable. The lowest points in body temperature, blood pressure, immune response. We catch problems early this way."

      It made clinical sense, but something in Marcy's tone suggested there was more to it.

      "And," Marcy added, closing the binder, "we always work in pairs during the 3 AM check. Safety protocol."

      "Safety from what?"

      "Confused patients mostly. People wake up disoriented in hospitals all the time." Marcy stood, ending the conversation. "Tonight, you'll shadow Dani from telemetry for the vitals check. I want you to see how different departments handle it."

      Before Suzy could ask more questions, they were interrupted by a tall woman with striking features and a lab coat—not Dr. Ironsides, but someone with a similar commanding presence.

      "Marcy, there you are." The woman's accent was faintly Southern. "I need the night-admission logs from last week."

      "Dr. Byrne, this is Suzy Fairchild, our new night nurse," Marcy introduced them. "Suzy, Dr. Amara Byrne, Chief of Emergency Medicine."

      Dr. Byrne's handshake was brief but firm. "Welcome aboard. How was your first night?"

      "Uneventful," Suzy replied, then added, "mostly."

      Something flickered in Dr. Byrne's expression. "Mostly?"

      "Just getting used to the night rhythm," Suzy backtracked, suddenly unsure why she'd said anything.

      Dr. Byrne studied her for a moment. "The night has its own rhythm here, certainly. You'll adjust." She turned back to Marcy. "Those logs?"

      "In my office. I'll get them now."

      As they left, Suzy couldn't shake the feeling that some unspoken communication had passed between them—something about her comment.

      Omar appeared in
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