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CHAPTER 1 — POV ROWAN — "Return"
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She didn't come back for any of the reasons people expected.

She came back because she'd run out of reasons not to. That was the whole thing. No closure. No forgiveness, not really. Three years on the West Coast putting out other people's emergencies and she'd never worked through the pier fire — she'd just gotten farther away from it. Running out of distance was not the same as being ready. But here she was.

Harbor General at midnight looked like it always had. Same fluorescent wash through the bay windows. Same smell of antiseptic and stale coffee and the cold of a building that had been conditioning air for forty years. Rowan stood in the parking lot for a moment and took inventory the way she did at every scene: entry and exit points, load-bearing structures, what was stable, what wasn't.

Her phone buzzed. A message from Avery Whitfield, time-stamped two minutes ago: Files forwarded to your Harbor General email — encrypted, password is what Ed called the old rig. I scanned everything from the incident report. Thought you should have it before someone else decides what to do with it.

Rowan read it twice. Then she put her phone in her pocket and walked through the bay doors.

The files meant the pier incident. The final report, the one she'd never been able to read through without her hands doing something she didn't want them to do. She'd known Avery had a copy — Avery was the kind of nurse who kept records the way other people kept secrets, quietly and for good reason. She hadn't asked her to send it. Avery had made the call on her own.

That was the thing about people who'd been in the building when things went wrong. They understood, without being told, what you needed to carry and what you needed to put down.

Her office was a converted supply closet on the third floor with a window that looked directly down into the ambulance bay. Chief Paramedic. The nameplate was already on the door — someone had put it there before she arrived, which felt either like a welcome or a warning, and she wasn't sure which. She dropped her bag on the desk and stood at the window.
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