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Chapter 1

Three People Still Inside
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June had been told to keep the yellow line clear, which would have been easier if half the ceiling hadn’t landed on it.

She dragged a broken departure board away from the stairs. Its clock still said 4:16, although her wrist display insisted it was 4:23. Seven minutes since the explosion. Seven minutes of rain blowing through the ruined roof of Gannet Street Station, of people calling names into dust, of the recorded woman in the ticket machine politely explaining that a refund could not be issued at this time.

A man in a business suit tried to climb over the board.

“Stairs,” June said, pointing. “Left side. Hold the rail.”

“My briefcase is on the train.”

“Your briefcase will have to hold the rail too.”

He stared at her, offended enough to seem almost normal, then joined the evacuation line. June watched until he reached the landing. His right shoe had no sole.

“Vector, perimeter status.”

Beacon’s voice arrived inside her ear, clear and level. The helmet cameras loved that voice. June had once practiced saying her own name that way in the bathroom mirror, until her aunt asked whether she was threatening the toothpaste.

“North stairs moving. South stairs blocked. I need another medic up here.”

“Medical teams are established at street level.”

“There’s a woman who can’t put weight on her hip.”

“Can she be moved?”

June looked toward the bench beneath the cracked route map. The woman sat with her eyes closed, both hands gripping a canvas shopping bag. A leek stuck out of the top. Beside her, a little boy was carefully brushing white dust from her sleeve.

“Probably. With a stretcher.”

“Coordinate with Transit. Remain visible.”

That last instruction had been added to June’s work about six months ago. Remain visible meant stay where Beacon could find her. It also meant stay where a camera could show that Bellwether’s brightest protector supervised his apprentice.

June pressed two fingers to her throat microphone. “Transit, I need a carry team at the north landing.”

An exhausted voice answered, “You and everyone else, sweetheart.”

“I’m the one upstairs with the woman who brought a leek.”

A pause. “That actually helps. Two minutes.”

June crouched beside the bench. The woman smelled faintly of lavender soap beneath the hot electrical stink.

“Help’s coming,” June told her. “What’s your name?”

“Mrs. Alvarez.”

“June.”

“Is that allowed?” Mrs. Alvarez asked.

June glanced at the little blue camera indicator on her collar. “On special occasions.”

The boy looked up. He had a gap where his front teeth should have been. “Can you fly?”

“No.”

“Beacon can.”

“Beacon gets a much bigger equipment allowance.”

Mrs. Alvarez made a small, surprised sound that might have been a laugh. June asked the boy to keep her company and stood as two transit workers appeared at the stairs carrying an orange rescue sling.

Beyond the station’s broken wall, Beacon hung over the street in a column of white-gold light. He had caught the last carriage before it slid from the elevated tracks. Now it rested in the street below, empty and tilted against a bus shelter. People cheered when he descended.

June felt the familiar lift of pride before she remembered the woman on the bench and turned away.

He really had caught a train. Whatever else happened, that remained true.

The station shifted under her boots.

Not far. Enough for rainwater to creep across a tile joint that had been level a moment earlier.

“Structural movement on the east platform,” she said.

“Engineers are monitoring,” Beacon replied. “Finish clearance and withdraw.”

The transit workers lifted Mrs. Alvarez. June took the boy’s hand on the stairs, passed him to a medic, and counted the remaining passengers as they filed after her. Six. Then three. Then an older man who apologized for being slow while blood soaked the shoulder of his coat.

She walked the platform once more, checking beneath benches and inside the wrecked kiosk. Something hissed steadily behind a shutter. Coffee syrup dripped from a ruptured dispenser, sweet and scorched.

“Upper public area clear,” she reported.

“Excellent. North cordon. Media liaison will meet you.”

June had reached the top stair when she heard the banging.

Three hard impacts, a pause, then two more.

She stopped with one foot hanging over the step.

The sound came again, below and to her right. Under the platform.

“Hello?” she called.

Rain ticked on the stair rail. Somewhere in the wreckage a motor whined and stopped.

Then, faintly: “In here!”

June went back.

At the eastern end of the platform, past a maintenance trolley crushed beneath a fallen sign, a narrow service stair descended beside the tracks. She had walked past it twice. Its gray door was nearly the same color as the dust.

“Control, possible trapped persons in the maintenance level.”

“Maintenance cleared,” someone answered.

“I have a voice.”

She pulled the trolley aside. One wheel scraped a long silver line through the grit.

“Vector,” Beacon said, “confirm your location.”

“East service access.”

“You were ordered to withdraw.”

June bent over the railing. “How many down there?”

“Three!” The answer came through metal. “Door’s jammed. We’ve got water coming in.”

She looked at the rain sluicing along the track bed. Through a split in the platform edge she could see a pipe spilling into darkness.

“Three maintenance staff. Flooding below. I’m at the access now.”

A different voice cut in, brisk and close to its microphone. “Authority Control. All personnel withdraw from the east structure. Rescue team will assess following stabilization.”

“How long?” June asked.

No answer came immediately. She knew what that meant. Someone was looking for someone with permission to make an estimate.

Below her, a man coughed.

June tested the first step. Concrete held. She descended sideways, palm against the wall, boots slipping on wet dust. The service corridor at the bottom smelled of rust and hot rubber. Brown water covered the floor, deepening toward a steel door with a narrow wired-glass window.

A face appeared behind it.

The man had a close-trimmed beard and a red mark across his forehead. Behind him, someone held a flashlight low, its beam shaking over the water.

“Hey,” June said. “I’m Vector. What’s your name?”

“Daniel Cho. We work signals.” He tried the handle as if seeing her might have repaired it. “Frame’s bent. We had it open before the second fall.”

“Anyone hurt?”

“Lenny’s ankle. Sal’s having trouble breathing.”

June put her shoulder against the door and pushed. It moved less than a fingernail’s width. The frame had bowed inward at the top.

“Stand back,” she told Daniel.

Her ear clicked. “Vector, do not enter the maintenance level.”

“I’m already here.”

“Return to the platform.”

She swallowed. Beacon had used that tone with a burning tanker driver once, and the driver had climbed out without arguing, even though he had been convinced someone was stealing his cargo.

“There are three people behind a jammed door.”

“I heard your report. That section cannot support an intervention.”

June looked at the corridor ceiling. A crack ran across the paint above the door, old cream beneath new gray. Fine dust collected in the hanging drops of water.

“You can get them out faster than a ground team.”

“My current position is securing the primary evacuation zone.”

Through her earpiece came another voice, distant from his microphone. “Beacon, just over here for the family shot.”

For a second June could hear nothing else.

She had misunderstood. There would be a reason. He might be holding something up, keeping some invisible balance in place with all that light. She had seen him work through injuries without telling anyone.

“Can you send me a cutter?” she asked.

“Withdraw, June.”

He almost never used her real name on an open channel.

Daniel watched her through the little window. He had gone very still. Adults did that sometimes when they realized the person arriving to help was younger than their own children.

June checked her equipment belt. Cable reel. Wedges. Folding tool. Two emergency blankets. No cutter. Beacon’s apprentices weren’t issued the powered tools because those made them too heavy for aerial extraction.

She had never been extracted aerially. She had, however, filled out the weight compliance form every month.

“Daniel, is there a clear space on the other side?”

“About a foot before the cabinet.”

“Can you move it?”

“It’s bolted down.”

She touched the steel. Cold seeped through the thin pad of her glove.

Her ability needed movement. Give her something falling, rolling, swinging, and she could change where its momentum went, provided she kept contact and found a nearby receiving object. She could turn a shove into a slammed gate. She could take the speed out of a bicycle by kicking a loose brick across a yard.

She could not simply wish a door open.

The water nudged a snapped cable conduit against her boot.

June picked it up. Steel tube, longer than her forearm, still attached to a heavy mounting bracket. She glanced from it to the lower hinge and then to the thick concrete pier beside the frame.

One hard strike. Redirect the rebound into the hinge pin. Maybe enough to loosen it.

Maybe enough to jam it worse.

She wished, with sudden and embarrassing force, that Beacon were beside her telling her where to put her hands.

“Move everyone away from the door,” she said.

Daniel turned. June waited until the flashlight beam retreated.

“Vector, acknowledge withdrawal.”

She wedged her boot against the wall, gripped the conduit, and struck the concrete pier.

The impact ran up her arm. Before it could bounce the tube away, she caught that sharp burst of movement and pushed it through her other palm into the hinge.

Metal cracked.

Pain flared at the base of her thumb, familiar enough to be reassuring. Not a break. Probably.

The bottom hinge sagged.

“Again?” Daniel called.

“Working up to my dramatic finish.”

Her second strike sent the pin skittering across the flooded floor. She put the conduit through the door handle and leaned back. The frame groaned. For a moment nothing happened, and she felt the awful prospect of having to explain to three people that this was all she had.

Then the top hinge tore free.

The door came toward her faster than she expected.

June kept both palms against it, caught the falling weight, and looked for somewhere to send the motion. Not the wall above Daniel. Not the cracked ceiling. She turned toward an empty bank of steel lockers farther down the corridor.

The door settled heavily into the water at her feet.

Six lockers shot backward and hit the far wall with a crash.

“Sorry,” she said automatically.

Daniel stared at the fallen door. “They weren’t mine.”

There were three of them, as promised. Daniel, a narrow-faced woman breathing in shallow pulls, and a man sitting on a workbench with one boot already swelling tight around his ankle.

The woman had her name stitched over her breast pocket: SALMA.

“Stairs are just up there,” June said. “Daniel, take Salma. Lenny, you’re with me.”

Lenny glanced at her shoulder, then at his own broad middle. “You sure?”

“No lifting. Just leaning. I charge extra for lifting.”

He tried to smile and failed when his foot touched down.

June pulled his arm across her shoulders. He smelled of machine oil and mint gum. Together they made two slow steps into the corridor.

Above them came a long, low grinding noise.

Daniel looked back.

“Keep going,” June said.

The water trembled around her boots. A strip of ceiling plaster dropped behind Lenny, hitting the floor in a soft splash.

Her wrist display lit red.

EAST PLATFORM MOVEMENT. WITHDRAW.

“Control, four coming up east service stairs. One needs ankle support. One respiratory.”

“Vector, that access is compromised.”

“I know. Meet us at the top.”

She concentrated on getting Lenny’s good foot onto the first stair. Then the next. His fingers dug into her shoulder, through the padded jacket.

Halfway up, Salma stopped.

Daniel held her beneath both arms. “Come on, Sal. Nearly there.”

“I can’t,” she said. Her voice was thin with effort.

June could see daylight around them, gray and ordinary. She wanted to be angry at it for being so close.

“Look at me, Salma.” She waited until the woman’s eyes found hers. “The medics have oxygen. Six steps. Daniel will count.”

Daniel nodded too quickly, then steadied himself. “One.”

They climbed.

On four, the handrail pulled out of the wall.

June pressed Lenny against the opposite side and held him there while the rail clattered into the corridor below. He was shaking. So was she, although she hoped he couldn’t feel it.

By six, Salma had reached the platform.

A transit worker in an orange coat appeared above them, planted his feet, and took Lenny’s free arm. Between them they hauled him through the doorway.

June followed into rain and a wind full of grit.

The platform was empty. Beyond the north stairs stood a firefighter with a stretcher board. Farther away, yellow tape snapped between two poles.

Too far, June thought.

A deep fracture traveled across the tiles in front of her.

She saw it move. A dark line racing beneath a puddle, splitting the reflection of the station roof.

“Run!”

Daniel pulled Salma toward the stairs. The transit worker stumbled under Lenny’s weight. June reached for Lenny’s belt just as the edge of the platform dipped.

The maintenance trolley rolled behind them.

It struck the backs of her knees.

June went down hard, chin clipping the wet tiles. The trolley continued toward Lenny, toward all three of them tangled beside a broken bench.

She caught its lower frame.

Speed slammed into her hands, heavy and immediate. She needed an outlet within reach, something loose, something that could move without bringing more station down.

There. A section of departure board beside the tracks.

She shoved the momentum sideways.

The trolley stopped. The board spun across the platform and burst through the remains of the kiosk, scattering plastic letters and bottles of orange soda.

Her shoulder gave a sickening pull.

The transit worker got Lenny moving. June scrambled after them on hands and knees, then feet. Tiles dropped away behind her with a sound like crockery falling down a flight of stairs.

At the north landing, the firefighter grabbed the front of her jacket and dragged her onto solid concrete.

A sheet of white light rose across the platform.

Beacon descended through the broken roof, both arms out, the gold panels of his suit blazing. Light caught the falling canopy and slowed it. Steel beams hung in the brightness long enough for the last transit worker to clear the landing.

June lay on her side, coughing dust into her sleeve.

Across the street, people began to cheer again.

The firefighter crouched beside her. His face was streaked with soot, and a little crescent of shaving foam had dried beneath his ear.

“How many?” he asked.

“Three.” She pointed toward the stairs. “Maintenance. One ankle. Salma needs oxygen.”

He spoke into his radio, then looked back. “And you?”

June tried to lift her right arm.

“Shoulder,” she admitted.

“Stay there.”

She had no objection. A crushed packet of cheese crackers lay beside her face. Someone had stepped on it before the dust settled, leaving a perfect boot print in orange crumbs.

Her aunt would be expecting her at six. She had promised to clean the laundromat dryers before the evening rush.

That seemed suddenly difficult to explain.

Beacon landed at the foot of the stairs once the engineers’ braces were in place. June watched him through the railings as medics cut Lenny’s boot open and fitted an oxygen mask over Salma’s face.

Daniel stood beside the ambulance holding all three of their hard hats. He kept trying to give one to a paramedic, who kept gently handing it back.

June smiled at him. He didn’t see.

“Can you sit?” the firefighter asked.

With his help, she managed it. Her chin stung. Blood had dried on the collar of her jacket.

Beacon came up the stairs.

For one foolish instant she expected him to crouch beside her, check her pupils, tell her she had scared him. He had done that after her first field accident. She remembered the warmth of his hand on the back of her helmet and how she had gone home thinking she might finally belong here.

He stopped one step below the landing.

“Stand down your recording equipment,” he said.

June touched the camera at her collar. Its blue indicator went dark.

Beacon waited until the firefighter moved away to fetch a sling.

“You ignored a direct withdrawal order.”

“There were people downstairs.”

“You endangered four additional responders.”

She looked toward the street. “I asked for help.”

“And I made an operational decision.” His face was pale beneath the dust. Without the light surrounding him, he looked tired, and older than the posters in the school corridor. “You do not have the experience to assess an entire incident.”

June pressed her left hand against the tiles to keep it from shaking. “Did Control tell you they were cleared?”

“That is under review.”

“They weren’t cleared.”

“June.”

She had admired him for four years. She knew which shoulder he favored after a long flight, how he liked his coffee, that he sent flowers to his mother every Sunday. She knew the names of people he had failed to save because he kept them on a folded card inside his locker.

She had thought knowing those things meant she understood what would happen when they disagreed about something that mattered.

Below them, a woman in a clean Authority jacket lifted a hand to catch his attention. “We need you before the network goes live.”

Beacon glanced down, then back at June.

“Your field clearance is suspended pending review. Surrender your activation band.”

For a moment June couldn’t work out what he meant. The band was tight around her wrist, water trapped underneath it. Her name and license number were engraved on the inner clasp. She had taken a photograph of it the day it arrived.

“My shoulder needs looking at,” she said.

“Medical treatment is not contingent on your status.”

She wanted to say that she hadn’t asked that. Instead she fumbled at the clasp with her left hand. Her wet glove kept slipping.

Beacon reached to help.

“I can do it.”

He let his hand fall.

At last the clasp opened. The band left a pale strip around her wrist. She placed it in his palm and saw how small it looked there.

The firefighter returned with a sling. Beacon stepped aside, already listening to someone through his earpiece.

“June Mercer?” the firefighter asked, reading the name on his treatment screen.

She nodded.

“Someone on the phone for you.”

He handed her a mobile in a thick black case. Across the street, Beacon turned toward the cameras. Light gathered around him, softening the dust on his suit.

June held the phone to her good ear.

“Before you say anything,” her aunt said, “I have seen the news.”

June closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

The question undid something she had been keeping carefully in place.

“I don’t know yet.”

“All right.” There was a clatter at the other end, the familiar sound of keys being lifted from the chipped bowl beside the laundromat till. “We can work that out after someone looks at your shoulder. Tell me which ambulance.”

June gave her the number. She had to stop once and start again.

“I’m coming,” her aunt said.

When the call ended, June sat holding the warm phone. On the pavement below, Daniel finally put down the hard hats and went to sit beside his friends.

She watched Salma lift one hand from her blanket and rest it on Lenny’s arm. The three of them stayed that way while a paramedic secured the ambulance doors.

June gave the phone back and let the firefighter settle her arm into the sling.
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Chapter 2

A Statement Prepared for Me
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The woman from the Civic Hero Authority brought June a muffin and a description of events in which June did not recognize herself.

Both came in paper packaging. The muffin had blueberries. The description had a signature box.

“Something to eat while you read,” the woman said, setting them on the hospital tray.

June’s aunt looked up from the chair beside the bed. She had arrived wearing the laundromat apron with the little burn near the pocket, and she had not taken it off. A wooden clothes peg still clung to its hem.

“Has someone asked the nurse whether she can eat?”

“It’s only a muffin.”

“She’s had medication. Ask.”

The woman’s smile adjusted. “Of course.”

She left the muffin where it was and stepped into the corridor.

June watched her through the open door. She spoke to someone on her phone before approaching the nursing station.

“Aunt Rosa.”

“What?”

“You’re doing the voice.”

Rosa looked down at herself as if the voice were something she had spilled. “I haven’t done the voice yet.”

June believed her. Once, a supplier had tried to charge Rosa for twelve washing-machine drums when she had ordered two. By the end of that telephone call, June had wanted to send the other ten back herself, despite not possessing them.

The examination room had no windows. A television mounted near the ceiling showed a cooking competition with the sound off, and someone had folded a blanket into a square too tidy to use. June’s shoulder throbbed beneath the sling. The doctor had called it a strain and had shown her an image of bones sitting where bones should sit, which June appreciated more than she had expected.

Her right thumb was wrapped, her chin had been cleaned, and her jacket lay in a transparent bag beside Rosa’s shoes. Without it, in a borrowed hospital shirt and damp uniform trousers, June felt insufficiently assembled.

She picked up the statement with her left hand.

During today’s emergency response at Gannet Street Station, I acted outside the coordinated rescue plan. I recognize that my actions placed myself and others at unnecessary risk. I am grateful to Beacon and the responding teams for their swift intervention, and I will be taking time away from field duties to reflect on the responsibilities of licensed service.

Underneath, someone had printed her full name correctly.

That detail bothered her most. They had checked her name.

“They want me to say the rescue was unnecessary.”

Rosa held out her hand for the paper. She read slowly, lips pressed together, then turned it over as if an explanation might be printed on the back.

“Who wrote this?”

“I haven’t asked.”

“You will.”

June leaned back. The pillow smelled of hot laundry, nearly familiar enough to make her cry. She concentrated on the cooking competition instead. A man in a striped apron was staring at a collapsed cake with an expression she understood.

The Authority woman returned carrying a cup of water.

“Nurse says that’s fine. Small bites if you’re feeling nauseated.” She put the cup beside the muffin. “I’m Celia Wren, apprentice welfare liaison. We spoke on the phone last winter about your travel reimbursements.”

June remembered. Four calls about bus fares. Eventually Rosa had driven to headquarters with the receipts in an envelope.

“Who wrote the statement?” June asked.

“Our communications team drafted it to take some pressure off you.”

“It says I put people at unnecessary risk.”

“It acknowledges the procedural issue without getting bogged down in specifics.”

“The specifics are three people in a flooded room.”

Celia drew the visitor’s stool closer, but did not sit until Rosa moved her bag. Her coat smelled faintly of rain and expensive hand cream. June noticed a red mark on one finger where a ring had been removed.

“There will be a full review. Tonight, what matters is protecting your future.”

“My future doing what?”

“June,” Rosa said quietly, “let her finish.”

June turned toward her, hurt arriving before she could stop it. Rosa touched the edge of the tray.

“You can disagree with her after she finishes. We need to hear what they’re offering.”

Celia folded her hands. “A temporary withdrawal from public duties. Continued medical support. An opportunity to complete your academic term without speculation about disciplinary proceedings.”

“And if she doesn’t sign?” Rosa asked.

“The review proceeds regardless.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

A trolley rattled past outside. Someone laughed at the nursing station, then lowered their voice. Celia looked at the unsigned statement.

“I can’t promise the same communications protection.”

June tried to picture what communications protection looked like. Perhaps a small umbrella held over a person while everyone else threw things.

“Can I write my own?”

“Anything released under your licensed identity requires approval.”

“You took my licensed identity off my wrist.”

“It’s a suspension.”

June’s face grew hot. “Then I won’t release anything as Vector.”

Rosa slid the paper into her bag.

“We’ll keep a copy. She’s had a frightening afternoon and pain medication. You can send the relevant policy and your contact details.”

Celia hesitated, then took a card from her pocket. She left it beside the water, aligned carefully with the tray’s edge.

“I know this feels adversarial,” she said.

June was too tired to work out a polite response.

After Celia left, Rosa unwrapped the muffin and broke it in half. The middle was still soft.

“Do you think I should sign?” June asked.

“I think you should eat something before you decide anything.”

“That sounds like avoiding the question.”

“It is. I’m very good at it when I need more information.”

June took the smaller half. A blueberry burst against her tongue, sweet enough to make her realize how hungry she was.

Rosa brushed crumbs from the blanket. “Tell me from the beginning. Your beginning.”

So June did. She started with the departure board and the man without a shoe sole. Rosa listened without interrupting, except to ask whether Daniel had said three before or after June went down the stairs. When June reached the part about the trolley, Rosa took a long drink from the paper cup.

“You’re angry,” June said.

“I’m trying to find a sensible amount.”

“At me?”

“Yes, some. Also at the people who sent a seventeen-year-old into a collapsing station and then acted surprised that there were decisions to make.” Rosa set down the cup. “I’m glad those people are alive. I would like you to stay alive too. I can mean both.”

June stared at the crumbs in her lap. “I thought he’d come.”

Rosa waited.

“When I told him they were there. I thought he’d come down and we’d sort it out.”

For the first time since the station, June said it without imagining Beacon’s answer. The words sounded younger than she wanted them to.

Her aunt reached across the tray and held her good hand until the nurse came with the discharge papers.

By the time they got home, a sock had jammed dryer six and three people had asked whether Rosa knew the girl on television.

Mercer Wash and Fold occupied the ground floor of a brick building that had once housed a bakery. On wet evenings, warmth from the dryers fogged the front windows until the gold lettering looked as if it were floating in milk. Upstairs were two bedrooms, a kitchen with a stubborn drawer, and a living room whose floor sloped gently toward the harbor.

June stopped inside the shop door. The usual smells met her: detergent, warm cotton, the coffee Rosa forgot and reheated until it tasted of the pot.

Mr. Iqbal looked over from a basket of neatly folded towels.

“Your aunt says no fuss,” he told June.

“Thank you.”

“I have left soup upstairs. That is food. Different category.”

He returned to his towels, sparing her the need to answer. June loved him a little for that.

Rosa took one look at dryer six, switched it off, and steered June toward the back stairs.

“Bed. Clean clothes first if you can manage. Call me if you can’t.”

June could manage until the hospital shirt caught on her sling. Then she stood in the bathroom, half trapped in cotton, and hated everything for about thirty seconds before calling.

Rosa came up without comment.

Later, in an old button-front pajama top, June sat at the kitchen table with soup and her phone. Her notifications had climbed past two hundred.

School friends asked whether she was all right. People she barely knew asked what had happened. Someone had clipped eight seconds of the platform collapse and added a bouncing red arrow pointing at June.

BEACON SAVES APPRENTICE AFTER STATION BLUNDER.

She watched it once.

The clip began with the departure board smashing through the kiosk. It showed the trolley, June falling, Beacon arriving in light. The people on the stairs appeared only as blurred shapes at the edge of the frame.

There was no maintenance door. No conversation. No six steps.

June opened a reply, typed Three workers were trapped below the platform, then stopped.

Anything released under your licensed identity requires approval.

Her account still had her training photograph at the top. The name VECTOR sat beneath it, blue verification mark attached. Three months ago, the Authority had congratulated her on reaching ten thousand followers. Most followed Beacon and had added her because she appeared beside him.

She deleted the reply and took a screenshot of the clip instead.

Then she found the notebook she used for chemistry, turned to a clean page, and wrote down everything she remembered while the soup cooled.

She included the times on the broken clock and her wrist display. She wrote down Daniel’s name, Salma’s, Lenny’s. She described the door and the pipe, the request for a cutter, the words she had heard through Beacon’s microphone.

At that part, her pen hovered.

She could have misunderstood the family shot. A single sentence on a noisy channel did not tell her what Beacon had been doing for every second outside her sight.

She wrote the exact words, then added: Did not see his position. Ask for dispatch recording.

It felt less satisfying than writing what she wanted to write. It also felt safer to have something on the page she would not need to take back.

The review took place two mornings later in a room with a bowl of green apples nobody touched.

June wore her school shirt because it had buttons and fit over the sling. Rosa wore her good coat. They sat across from Celia, an operational standards officer named Mr. Vale, and Beacon, who had come in civilian clothes.

His sweater was dark blue. June had bought it for him with the other apprentices at the winter fundraiser, each contributing a little money. He had thanked them all by name.

She wished he had chosen another sweater.

Mr. Vale explained that this was an initial apprenticeship determination, separate from the broader station inquiry. He spoke into a small recorder, identifying everyone present. June watched its red light and wished her own camera had been so difficult to turn off.

“Before we begin,” Rosa said, “we requested the dispatch recording and June’s body-camera footage.”

“The incident materials remain under review.”

“You have them?”

“Relevant departments do.”

“Then note that we haven’t been allowed to see them.”

Mr. Vale made a note. “This meeting is concerned with whether the mentoring relationship can safely continue.”

June looked at Beacon. “Can it?”

He rubbed a thumb along the edge of his watch strap.

“Trust is essential in fieldwork.”

“I told you what I was doing.”

“You were told to leave.”

She put her notebook on the table. “They would have been underwater while someone assessed the access.”

“You cannot know that.”

“Did anyone check how fast the room was filling?”

“The structural conditions were deteriorating.”

“I know. I was standing in them.”

Rosa laid two fingers beside the notebook. June drew a breath through her nose. Her shoulder hurt more when she sat rigidly, which was inconvenient in a room designed to make her rigid.

Mr. Vale adjusted his papers. “Your intervention displaced a bank of lockers into a load-bearing wall.”

June went cold.

She remembered the crash. The satisfaction of the door coming down.

“Did I damage it?”

“We are awaiting the engineering report.”

“That’s not an established finding, then,” Rosa said.

“No,” Beacon said, before Mr. Vale answered. He looked at June. “But it could have been. That is part of what I need you to understand.”

She lowered her eyes to her notebook. She had chosen the lockers because they were loose, because there had been room behind them, because she needed the door off. She had not known what kind of wall stood at the other end of the corridor.

“I should have checked,” she said.

Beacon’s shoulders eased slightly. That hurt too, seeing how badly he wanted this particular admission.

“I still had to open the door.”

“You had to report the obstruction and await an equipped team.”

“How long would they have taken?”

Mr. Vale said, “We cannot use hypothetical outcomes to justify a breach.”

“Then you can’t use a hypothetical damaged wall to prove one,” Rosa said.

Silence settled over the apples.

June looked at Beacon again. “Were you holding something up when I called?”

He met her eyes. “I had just completed a high-output extraction. I was assessing my capacity and coordinating with responders.”

“Could you have told me that?”

For a moment he looked as if he might answer her directly.

Mr. Vale turned a page.

“The Authority is not finding fault with Beacon’s command judgment at this stage.”

June sat back. There was the shape of the meeting at last. She had thought they were going to put all the decisions on the table and see which ones had been wrong. Instead, hers were the only ones available to examine.

Celia pushed a fresh document toward her.

Beacon had requested termination of the mentoring placement. Without a sponsoring mentor, June’s provisional field license would become inactive. She could petition for reassignment, although placement was subject to availability, academic standing, and a completed remedial conduct assessment.

The scholarship attached to her apprenticeship would be honored until the end of the current term.

June read that sentence twice. University had seemed a long way off yesterday. Now it was sitting in the room with the rest of them.

“What happens to the medical bills?” Rosa asked.

“Covered,” Celia said immediately. “Including the follow-up appointment and prescribed physiotherapy.”

“Put that in writing.”

“It’s in section four.”

Rosa found it. June kept looking at Beacon.

“Did you decide before you got here?”

“Yes,” he said.

He said it gently. June appreciated that he did not make her work any harder to understand.

Mr. Vale asked her to sign an acknowledgment of receipt. Rosa read the wording, then nodded. June signed with her left hand, the letters leaning into one another like tired commuters.

She did not sign the public statement.

As they stood, Beacon reached into the bag beside his chair.

“I brought your locker things.”

He set a cardboard box on the table. Her spare trainers were on top, laces tucked inside. Beneath them she could see a hairbrush, a packet of instant noodles, and the cheap framed photograph from her first licensed patrol.

It had taken someone time to pack all that neatly.

June lifted the box with her good arm before he could offer to carry it.

Outside headquarters, the wind kept pushing her hair into her mouth. Rosa took the box without asking and walked beside her to the bus shelter. A poster on its back wall showed Beacon over the words SOMEONE IS ALWAYS THERE.

June stood where she would not have to look at it.

“You could appeal,” Rosa said.

“I know.”

“Not today.”

“I know that too.”

A bus passed without stopping, its front display apologizing for being full. June watched a boy near the back window eating crisps from a bag held inside his coat. She wanted his afternoon. School, bus, crisps. Nothing that required a statement.

Celia came out of the building carrying a thin envelope.

June nearly turned away, but Rosa stayed still.

“I forgot this.” Celia sounded out of breath. “Transition support. School contact, benefits information, independent advice.”

June took the envelope. “Is there another signature?”

“No.”

Celia tucked her hair behind one ear. Away from the meeting room, she looked less certain of where to put her hands.

“There’s a group on Thursdays. Voluntary. You don’t need a referral, and attendance isn’t reported to the Authority.”

June glanced at the envelope. A pale yellow leaflet sat against the other papers.

“I’m not very interested in a talk about transferable skills.”

“Neither is Doreen.” Celia looked toward headquarters, then back. “She runs it. She used to dispatch rescue crews. She understands some of the things you won’t want to explain.”

June did not answer.

“The number’s there if you want it.”

Celia left before the next bus arrived.

At home, Rosa put the kettle on while June unpacked the box on her bed. There was a spare pair of socks she had forgotten existed. A birthday card from the equipment manager. The patrol photograph, wrapped in her training shirt to protect the glass.

June unwrapped it.

In the picture, she stood beside Beacon at the harbor wall, grinning so hard her face looked unfamiliar. He had one hand raised toward the camera because a seagull had chosen that moment to steal his sandwich. June remembered laughing until she had to sit down.

For a while she held the frame on her knees.

Then she put it in the drawer beside her bed, faceup, and closed the drawer.

The yellow leaflet had slipped from its envelope onto the blanket.

Former apprentice peer support. Thursdays, six thirty. Marlow Community Centre. Lower hall.

Below that was a handwritten addition in blue ink.

Come through the side entrance. Main door sticks after rain.

June read it again. No promise that she would return stronger. No photograph of someone pointing at a sunrise. Whoever had written it was mostly concerned that she should be able to get inside.

Rosa called from the kitchen to ask whether she wanted toast.

“Yes,” June called back.

She picked up her phone, found Thursday in the calendar, and typed the address with one thumb.
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Chapter 3

Thursday in the Basement
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June walked past the community center twice before going in.

On the first pass, she checked the number above the door. On the second, she pretended to answer a message. There was no message. Her phone had gone mercifully quiet since she removed the training photograph and switched off notifications from strangers.

A woman unloading ceramic bowls from a car watched her cross the pavement again.

“If you’re here for pottery, we’ve moved upstairs.”

“I’m not.”

“Lucky you. The stairs are dreadful with a box.”

June tucked her phone into her pocket. The woman lifted the box, balanced it against her hip, and carried it inside without asking June to help. People had been doing that since the station: noticing the sling, looking away from it, making little adjustments around her. She was grateful and tired of being grateful.

Above the side entrance, a security lamp flickered in the damp evening. Someone had wedged a strip of folded cardboard beneath the latch. June eased the door open with her good hand and found a short flight of steps smelling of wet coats and cooked onions.

At the bottom, a handwritten arrow pointed toward LOWER HALL. Beneath it, in smaller writing: Yes, even if you are early.

She was nine minutes early.

A kettle clicked inside the room, followed by an electrical snap and a woman saying, very calmly, “That’s enough of that.”

June stopped in the doorway.

A gray-haired woman in a mustard cardigan stood beside a folding table, pulling a plug from the wall. She wore reading glasses on a cord and sensible shoes with one orange lace. The kettle gave off a thin smell of heated plastic.

“Are you June?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Doreen. Tea’s become a future ambition. We have water and something claiming to be blackcurrant.”

June glanced around the room. Seven chairs formed an uneven circle beneath fluorescent lights. At the far end, stacked tables hid part of a mural showing smiling vegetables lifting weights. A basketball hoop had been folded against the wall, and rain tapped at the high windows near the ceiling.

It looked like a room where someone might explain the importance of recycling.

“I can come back,” June said.

“You can. You can also sit down.” Doreen lifted a jug from the table. “Water?”

June accepted a paper cup. There was no clipboard waiting for her, no name badge, no screen asking her to rate her current sense of wellbeing.

“Do I have to fill anything in?”

“Emergency contact, if you decide to keep coming. That can wait.”

“Celia said you don’t report attendance.”

“I don’t.”

“Does she know I’m here?”

“Only if you told her.”

June drank. The water tasted faintly of the jug.

Doreen nodded toward the chairs. “Choose anywhere. That blue one pinches if you lean forward.”

June selected a brown chair near the door. She put her cup between her shoes so that nobody could ask her to use her hands for an introductory activity.

Doreen seemed content to leave her there. She rearranged the drinks, checked the kettle’s label, and wrote something on a pad beside it. June had just begun wondering whether she was expected to offer an opinion on electrical safety when footsteps sounded on the stairs.

A tall boy in a green hoodie entered carrying a flat cardboard box. Rain had darkened his shoulders. He paused when he saw June, then gave her a small nod.

“Found it,” he told Doreen.

“The receipt too?”

“In the box. They said not to fold it.”

He opened the box on the drinks table. Inside lay a rubber seal, two small brackets, and a surprisingly long screw.

“For the accessible entrance,” Doreen explained to June. “The door closer’s been fighting people.”

“They gave us the wrong bracket,” the boy said.

“Oh, Owen.”

“I can take it back tomorrow.”

Doreen inspected the box with the tired concentration of someone who had already explained the problem more than once. “Leave it. I’ll ring them.”

Owen took the chair beside the stack of tables. He rested his large hands on his knees, then moved them into the pouch of his hoodie. June recognized the effort of arranging yourself so that you looked as if you belonged somewhere.

She almost asked whether he came every week. The question felt too much like asking whether he needed to.

Two girls arrived together, although from the way one hurried ahead of the other June suspected they had met only at the door. The first wore glasses speckled with rain and carried a battered canvas satchel. She set it carefully beneath a chair before removing her coat.

“The ceiling outside the lift is getting worse,” she told Doreen.

“Maintenance has the report.”

“Maintenance has three reports.”

“And tomorrow they’ll have a phone call.”

The girl glanced toward the stairs with obvious dissatisfaction but sat down. The other girl remained near the noticeboard, unwrapping a scarf from her throat. She had straight black hair tucked behind one ear and purple nail varnish worn away at the tips.

“You’re new,” she said to June.

June nodded.

“Tessa.”

“June.”

Tessa’s eyes moved briefly to the sling, then to June’s face. Whatever recognition followed, she kept it to herself. June felt a little of the pressure leave her chest.

The final arrival came sideways through the doorway with a dismantled desk fan under his arm.

“I brought a replacement,” he announced.

“For the kettle?” Doreen asked.

He looked at the fan, then at the table. “The facilities budget continues to surprise me.”

He was about June’s age, with dark curls flattened on one side by his hood. A tiny screwdriver stuck out of his jacket pocket. He propped the fan beside the broken kettle and dropped into the chair between June and Owen.

“Malik,” he said, offering June a hand before noticing hers. He changed the movement into an awkward little
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