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Chapter 1
The Woman in the Street
Asha Bennett stepped in front of the yellow machine because nobody else was close enough.
The loader came around the corner of Rosebrick Row with its bucket raised and its engine growling hard enough to shake the folding table beneath her campaign flyers. Behind it rolled two dump trucks, a flatbed carrying temporary fencing, and a white pickup with VALE DEMOLITION printed across the doors.
People scattered before they understood why.
Asha did.
She dropped the marker in her hand, ran past the pledge board, and planted both palms in the air.
"Stop!"
The machine kept coming.
Its tires were taller than her waist. Through the dusty windshield, the operator's face changed when he saw her. His mouth opened. His hand jerked toward a control.
The loader stopped six feet from Asha's body.
The bucket hung over her like a steel jaw.
Dust rolled past her ankles and settled over the toes of her shoes. Somewhere inside the loader, a loose tool struck metal twice. Asha could see the operator's gloved hands lifted from the controls, both palms open as if he needed her to know he was no longer touching anything.
Her body understood the danger now that the machine had stopped. Her heartbeat pushed against her throat. The campaign breakfast sat sour in her stomach. For one wild instant she imagined Rochelle receiving a call, Zoe hearing about it from a video, and everybody she loved being forced to turn her decision into a noble story because anger at the dead felt unacceptable.
She did not feel noble.
She felt furious that stopping the machine had required a body at all.
For one second, the whole block went quiet. Then Rhea Langston shouted Asha's name from the Nightjar doorway, and twenty voices rose behind her.
Asha did not turn around. Fear had reached the back of her knees, where it could tremble without interfering with her work.
She wore a violet wrap dress, gold hoops, and low heels meant for a donor breakfast, not a confrontation with eight tons of rented machinery. Her breath came too fast. The warm September air smelled of diesel, brick dust, and cinnamon from the Nightjar's breakfast biscuits.
She kept her hands up.
"Lower the bucket and turn off the engine."
The operator stared at her as if she had lost her mind.
Maybe she had. The Nightjar had been open for less than twenty-four hours. The Etta Mae Theater had survived a storm, a developer, and twelve brutal days of repair. Rosebrick Row had five owner pledges and one hundred sixty-eight thousand dollars committed toward the matching fund.
Nobody was tearing down a building this morning.
The operator lowered the bucket. The engine died with a heavy cough.
Asha heard the white pickup door slam.
"Who authorized you to block active equipment?"
The voice struck a place in her memory before she turned.
Damon Vale came toward her in a gray work shirt, dark jeans, steel-toed boots, and a hard hat tucked under one arm. He had grown broader in the three years since she had last stood close enough to notice, his shoulders heavy with muscle and responsibility. A neat beard sharpened the face that used to make Simone roll her eyes whenever Asha looked too long.
He stopped when he recognized her.
The anger left his expression first. The rest of him went still.
"Asha."
She hated the way her name sounded in his voice. Familiar. Careful. Almost relieved.
"Damon."
Behind him, six workers climbed from the trucks. They wore the same company name across their shirts. One of them, a compact woman with silver threaded through her braids, looked from Asha to the occupied storefronts and frowned.
Damon put on his hard hat. "Move away from the loader."
"Tell your operator to back it out of my street."
"It isn't your street."
"Ask the people standing behind me."
He looked past her then.
Nia Hartwell stood beneath the theater marquee with Andre Cade beside her. Rhea had come into the road wearing a flour-dusted apron, and Rashad Ellis stayed close without stepping in front of her. Calvin Brooks had left his van crooked at the curb. Denise Holloway held her phone up, recording. Tasha Bell and Everett James were crossing from opposite ends of the block. Above them, faces filled apartment windows.
This was not an empty redevelopment parcel. It was breakfast smoke, raised voices, flower boxes, delivery vans, children waiting for the late school bus, and Pearl Dunbar watching from the locked door of her dark beauty shop.
Damon's jaw tightened.
"What address did they give you?" Asha asked.
"Move first."
"What address?"
The woman with silver in her braids came to Damon's side. "Boss, the work order says eighteen twenty-two."
Asha pointed without lowering her other hand. "That is Denise's building. She lives upstairs. Her tenant has a baby on the second floor."
Denise raised her voice. "Two babies, if anybody wants an accurate count before swinging equipment at my wall."
Damon looked at the brick building. Its downstairs windows displayed vintage dresses on headless forms. A handwritten sign advertised Saturday alterations. One second-floor curtain shifted, revealing a woman holding a toddler.
He took a folded packet from the back of his waistband and opened it.
Asha moved close enough to read over his arm. The first page carried the Voss Redevelopment logo. Under SITE CONDITION, somebody had typed VACANT. UTILITIES DISCONNECTED. NO TENANTS.
Her fear hardened into rage.
"Who gave you this?"
"My contract administrator."
"Graham Voss?"
"His office."
"You trusted a Voss office about Rosebrick Row?"
His eyes met hers. They were still that deep brown, almost black under heavy lashes, but the softness she remembered had been buried beneath sleepless years.
"I trusted a signed site packet," he said.
"That sentence is not the defense you think it is."
"I am not defending anything. I am trying to establish what my crew was sent here to do."
"You brought demolition equipment to an occupied building. The establishing part is over."
His mouth flattened.
The old friction between them woke with humiliating ease. Damon had always been able to make her feel too hot, too sharp, too visible. At twenty-three, she had kissed him once behind the student union after Simone's college graduation. Then she had told him it could never happen again because Simone was her best friend and Damon was trouble inside that friendship.
Three years ago, after Simone died, he had taken Zoe across town. Asha had told herself she was giving them room. Damon had told himself something else. The calls thinned. Sunday dinners disappeared. Zoe grew from five to eight in school photographs Asha saw too late.
Now he was standing in front of her with a demolition order.
"Boss," the woman beside him said, "we need to clear the bucket before somebody gets under it."
Damon nodded. "Imani, have Luis reverse to the intersection. Slow. Spot both sides. Nobody moves the other trucks."
"Got it."
Asha stepped away only when Imani took position beside the loader and signaled the operator. The machine reversed with three warning beeps. The crowd held its ground.
When the bucket finally cleared her, Rhea reached Asha first. She caught Asha by both elbows and checked her face, shoulders, and hands without asking permission.
"Anything hurt?"
"Only my respect for morning schedules."
"Do not joke."
"If I stop joking, I may sit down."
"Then sit."
"Not yet."
Rhea squeezed once before letting go. Behind her, Rashad had already moved two café tables across the street entrances so no vehicle could approach unnoticed. Nia directed the children waiting for the late bus into the theater lobby. Andre stood beside the loader operator, speaking calmly enough that the young man lowered his shoulders.
The Row did not become a mob. It became organized.
Asha took strength from that. She had stepped into the road alone, but nobody intended to leave her there.
Damon studied the work packet.
"There are three addresses on today's mobilization," he said.
"Let me see."
"No."
"You almost put a bucket through Denise's storefront, and you are worried about paperwork privacy?"
"I am worried about handing a live contract to a woman who treats cameras like office supplies."
Denise kept recording. "I heard that."
"Good," Damon said.
Asha reached for the packet. Damon moved it out of range.
The motion brought them chest to chest.
He was taller than she remembered, or perhaps grief had made him seem farther away. Heat rose from his shirt. A thin scar crossed the base of his left thumb. His eyes dropped for one careless instant to the neckline of her dress, then returned to her face.
The look was brief. It still found every inch of her.
Asha had never made herself smaller for a man's comfort. She loved the generous line of her hips, the fullness of her arms, and the way good fabric followed her body instead of apologizing for it. Damon's attention had always felt dangerous because it contained no apology either.
She lowered her voice. "Give me the addresses."
"Back up."
"Are you afraid I will read them?"
"I am afraid I will forget we have an audience."
The answer stole half a breath from her.
Rhea coughed loudly behind them.
Asha stepped back. "Addresses."
Damon looked down at the packet. "Eighteen twenty-two Rosebrick. Twenty-oh-six Rosebrick. Seventeen ninety-one Vale Street."
Tasha Bell pushed through the crowd. "Twenty-oh-six is mine. My quilting studio is downstairs, and Mr. Purcell has lived upstairs since before either of you learned to drive."
Everett James said, "Seventeen ninety-one Vale backs onto my loading yard. The downstairs unit is storage, but the apartment is occupied."
Damon's crew began looking at one another.
Imani came back from the intersection. "You want us loaded out?"
Damon did not answer immediately.
Asha watched the arithmetic move across his face. A mobilization this size cost money before the first wall came down. Fuel, rentals, wages, hauling deposits. Damon had built Vale Demolition after years of working for other men who treated crews as disposable. Simone had bragged about his first truck as if he had bought a private island.
Stopping would cost him.
Continuing would cost everybody else.
"Every engine stays off," Damon said. "Nobody unloads fencing. Nobody crosses a threshold. Imani, take two people and verify the exteriors only. No entry until an occupant or owner invites you. Photograph current use and street numbers."
Imani nodded once. "Understood."
Asha let out the breath she had been holding.
His eyes flicked to her face. "That does not mean you won."
"Occupied people not being crushed is the sort of victory I count."
"It means the information is wrong. I need to know how wrong before another contractor comes behind me."
"Another contractor?"
"If I refuse the work, Voss can replace me."
"Then refuse loudly enough that the next one knows why."
He looked at her with an exhaustion too old for the morning. "You still think volume is a substitute for leverage."
"You still think silence makes you the only adult in the room."
The words landed between them with the weight of three missed years.
From the sidewalk, Pearl Dunbar called, "If you two are finished arguing like you invented it, somebody might ask why my shop is on that man's next page."
Damon flipped the packet.
Asha saw his face change.
"Pearl's is listed?" she asked.
He did not answer.
She took the edge of the page before he could pull it away. The supplemental schedule listed Pearl's Beauty & Barber, the Etta Mae Theater, and two rear structures connected to Nightjar service access. Each line was marked VACANT OR NONOPERATING. DEMOLITION UPON RELEASE.
The theater's restored marquee glowed above them in the morning sun. Rhea's kitchen fans hummed. Pearl stood behind a locked door because water damage and years of deferred repairs had made the shop unsafe, not abandoned.
"This is every anchor," Asha said.
The crowd quieted again.
Damon read the page twice. His thumb pressed into the fold until the paper creased.
His phone rang.
GRAHAM VOSS appeared on the screen.
Asha saw it. So did Imani.
Damon declined the call.
It rang again.
"Answer him," Asha said.
"Not with forty people recording."
"He sent you to occupied buildings."
"And I stopped my crew."
"After I stood in front of your machine."
His gaze went to the place where she had been, six feet from the steel bucket. Something raw moved through his face.
"Do not do that again."
"Do not give me a reason."
The phone stopped ringing.
For a moment, there was only the soft metallic ticking of cooling engines.
Damon folded the packet with precise hands. "Voss gave me a false vacancy list."
"I know."
"No, you know the first part." He looked down Rosebrick Row, at the theater, the supper club, Pearl's dark windows, and the people filling every place the schedule called empty. "I need to find out what he expects to happen when I refuse it."
"You mean what happens to your contract."
"I mean what happens when he sends somebody who will not stop."
That answer reached past her anger.
Asha looked at the pledge board she had abandoned. Three blank spaces waited beneath the five signed names. Seventeen days remained until Rosebrick Homecoming and the matching-fund deadline. They still needed seventy-two thousand dollars. Now a demolition schedule had put every fragile gain on a clock she had not known existed.
Damon's phone lit a third time.
This time the message preview was visible.
SITE OFFICE. ALONE. NOW.
He slid the phone into his pocket.
"Keep your trucks here," Asha said.
"You do not give orders to my company."
"Keep them here anyway. An empty street makes it easier for Voss to send replacements."
Damon looked at his crew. Imani was already leaning against the loader with her arms folded. Luis had set orange cones around the parked equipment. None of them appeared eager to leave.
"We stay parked," he said. "No work. Full pay through noon while I verify all three addresses."
Imani nodded.
Asha turned toward the cooperative office.
"Where are you going?" Damon asked.
"To make copies of everything you refuse to hand me."
"Asha."
She looked back.
Diesel dust marked one shoulder of his gray shirt. The hard hat shadowed his eyes. He looked like the boy who had once kissed her with both hands trembling and the man who had left her to explain his absence to a grieving child.
"Voss gave me a false vacancy list," he said again. "I did not know."
"Then what you choose next is the first thing I can judge you for."
She walked away before he could answer.
Behind her, no engine started.
Chapter 2
What He Refused to Break
Damon had spent twelve years learning how buildings lied.
A clean brick face could hide a roof ready to fold. A soft floor could wait beneath new tile. A wall that looked harmless from the street could be carrying half the weight above it.
People lied differently. They gave you a typed schedule, called three homes vacant, and trusted the size of your machines to make the lie permanent.
He stood beside the first address while Denise Holloway worked the lock from inside.
"It sticks when the air gets wet," she said through the door. "That does not mean nobody lives here."
"I understand."
"Do you? Because there is a loader outside my window."
The lock gave. Denise opened the door in a green housecoat, silver hair wrapped in a scarf, chin raised high enough to make Damon feel twelve years old. He remembered her from Simone's high school fundraisers. Denise had sold pound cake by the slice and refused to let any child leave her table hungry.
Now a red demolition mark crossed the photograph of her building on his schedule.
Damon kept the paper folded against his thigh. "I need to confirm occupancy and exterior condition. I will not enter unless you invite me."
"I am not inviting you anywhere."
"You do not need to. Can you tell me how many people live in the building?"
"Four apartments. All occupied. Calvin keeps the first floor commercial space for cooperative storage." She pointed past him. "You see those curtains? People picked them. You see those plants? People water them. What exactly did your paperwork tell you people do here?"
Nothing. That was the problem.
His packet said VACANT RESIDENTIAL OVER UNUSED COMMERCIAL. It included a utility summary six months out of date and photographs taken before the theater renovation. Whoever assembled it had stood far enough away to miss the children's chalk under the windows and close enough to crop the occupied balconies out of every frame.
Imani photographed the street number, the curtains, the flowerpots, and Denise standing in the doorway with her arms crossed.
"Do not put me on the internet looking like this," Denise said.
"The photograph stays in our work file," Imani told her. "We can frame out your face."
Denise considered that. "You have manners. Keep those when you find a better boss."
Imani glanced at Damon.
He accepted the hit. "Thank you for confirming the building is occupied. None of my crew will touch it."
"That should have been true before Asha nearly got herself flattened."
"Yes, ma'am."
He walked back to the curb with the first red line burning in his mind.
Asha stood across the street outside the cooperative office. She had a phone pressed to her ear and one hand cutting through the air as she spoke. Even angry, she moved like she could organize the wind if it would hold still long enough.
She caught him looking.
He turned toward the next address.
That had been his method for years. Look away before wanting became a promise. Work until exhaustion made memory quiet. Move Zoe across town because every corner of Rosebrick held Simone's voice, then tell himself distance was temporary until temporary became three years.
He had been good at removing things.
The thought tasted bitter.
At 2006 Rosebrick, Tasha Bell unlocked the quilting studio and waved Damon and Imani inside. Color covered every wall. Fabric rolls stood in bright rows, and two long tables held unfinished quilts beneath clear protective sheets. A ceiling fan clicked overhead.
"Unused commercial," Damon read from the schedule.
Tasha laughed once. "I had nine students in here yesterday."
"Do you have a current lease?"
Her face closed.
He heard the question the way she had. Proof yourself to the man with the machine.
"That came out wrong," he said. "I am not asking you to justify being here. I need to understand what Voss ignored or removed before this reached me."
Tasha looked at Imani before she looked back at him. "I own the building. Mr. Purcell rents upstairs month to month because we never needed a stack of paper between us. He pays. I fix what breaks. He brings my bins in when my knee acts up."
"Has anyone contacted you about a sale?"
"Pike called twice. I told him no twice."
"Any inspection notice?"
"A man photographed the alley last winter. He said he worked with the transit study."
Damon looked at Imani.
She stopped taking pictures. "Transit people do not usually mark load walls."
"No," Damon said. "They do not."
Tasha led them upstairs. Mr. Purcell opened his door before they knocked. He wore pressed slacks and a white undershirt, and the smell of coffee drifted from behind him.
The stairwell walls held framed quilt squares instead of art. Each one carried a name and year in careful stitching. Damon recognized three family names from Simone's school stories and one from a worker who had retired after Damon's first summer on a crew.
At the landing, a row of small screw holes marked where a second handrail had once been. The schedule described the building as ready for immediate removal, but somebody had recently filled a crack beneath the window and painted around the repair. A basket of clean laundry sat outside Mr. Purcell's door. A handwritten note on top said TASHA, THANK YOU FOR THE SOUP.
Ordinary life left evidence everywhere when a person bothered to climb the stairs.
"I heard the machines," he said. "Should I pack?"
The fear in his voice was quiet. That made it worse.
"No," Damon said. "My crew is not doing any work here."
"Today?"
"At all."
The answer cost more than he could calculate yet. He gave it anyway.
Mr. Purcell's shoulders lowered.
"Will another crew come?" he asked.
"Voss can hire one," Damon said.
"Then what good is your promise?"
Damon could have offered reassurance he did not control. Instead, he took one of Imani's company cards and wrote his personal number across the back.
"If you see equipment on this block, call before you go downstairs. Stay inside and away from the windows facing the street. My crew will keep the occupancy photographs available to any contractor that asks."
Mr. Purcell read the number. "That sounds like you expect trouble."
"I expect the truth to need repeating."
"Asha is good at that."
"She has had practice."
The older man's eyes sharpened with recognition Damon did not invite. "So have you, if you stop wasting it."
Damon left before Mr. Purcell could decide to advise him about anything else.
Outside, Imani uploaded the photographs to the company drive and renamed the folder FALSE OCCUPANCY LIST. She did it where Damon could see.
"Subtle," he said.
"Accurate."
His phone had collected four messages from Graham Voss and one from the equipment rental company. The rental payment cleared tomorrow. Payroll cleared Friday. Voss still owed the second half of the mobilization fee, plus payment on two completed sites.
Damon had enough cash to cover one without the other. Not both.
He locked his phone before Imani could read his face.
"You want me at the third address?" she asked.
"Take Luis. Verify from the street and speak to Everett if he is willing. I need five minutes in the truck."
"Five minutes to do what?"
"Think."
"You should try it before signing contracts."
"I pay you too well."
"You pay me exactly enough to tell you the truth."
She headed toward Vale Street.
Damon climbed into the truck cab and closed the door. The quiet was immediate, thick with trapped heat and the faint vanilla scent of Zoe's lip balm. She had left the tube in the cup holder after insisting eight was old enough for tinted gloss. He had said no. She had asked Asha once, years ago, if eight would be old enough for pierced ears.
Back then, Asha had answered every question as if she expected to be around for the result.
He picked up the lip balm and turned it between his fingers.
Asha crossed the street before he could decide whether he wanted her to.
She opened the passenger door without knocking. "Your crew says the first two addresses are occupied."
"They are."
"And the third?"
"Imani is checking it now."
"Everett told you it was occupied."
"I need my own documentation."
"You need to believe him."
"I do believe him. Documentation is how I keep another contractor from claiming we invented this."
Asha climbed onto the running board but did not sit. Her face was level with his, close enough for him to see the gold flecks in her brown eyes.
"You think paperwork will shame Voss?" she asked.
"No. I think photographs with dates and occupants make it harder to send a crew that wants to keep its license and insurance."
"Then send them everywhere."
"After I finish verifying."
"You keep saying after as if the machines are not already here."
He set Zoe's lip balm back in the cup holder. "My machines are parked."
"Because I stood in front of one."
"Do you want me to apologize for stopping?"
"I want you to understand why I did not trust you to."
He leaned back against the hot seat. "You saw my name on a truck and decided I came to erase Simone's home."
"Did you not?"
The cab went still.
Outside, Luis dragged another cone into place. Metal scraped pavement.
"I came to perform a contract on buildings represented as vacant," Damon said.
"That is the sentence you use when you want to sound innocent."
"I did not know."
"You knew Voss wanted the Row. You knew Pike was calling owners. You knew Nightjar barely reopened after someone tried to scare Rhea out of it. Then Voss handed you addresses on the same street where your sister lived, and you did not come look before bringing a loader."
He had answers. Survey photographs. Insurance windows. A schedule compressed after another contractor withdrew. Crew members who needed hours. A project manager who insisted the buildings had been cleared.
Every answer sounded smaller than the machine outside.
"I should have checked before mobilizing," he said.
Asha blinked, as if she had prepared for a fight and he had stepped away from it.
"Yes," she said.
"I am checking now."
"And after that?"
"I confront Voss."
"You walk into his office alone, he tells you there was a clerical mistake, and you let him hand you a cleaner excuse."
"You think you know exactly what I will do."
"I knew you when you told me family meant nobody had to ask twice."
"You stopped asking."
Pain flashed across her face before anger covered it.
He hated himself for the satisfaction that came with landing the blow. He hated her for being able to hurt him with a three-year silence she treated as his decision alone.
"Simone's apartment was above the bakery that used to be at 1816," Asha said. "Two doors from the first building on your list. Zoe took her first steps on that floor. I was there. You were there. So when your trucks came down this street, yes, I thought you were helping erase her home."
"I moved Zoe out of that apartment because she woke up every night calling for a mother who was not coming back."
"I did not say you should have stayed there."
"You said I erased it."
"You left without telling me."
"You missed Sunday dinner."
The words came out too fast.
Asha's hand tightened on the door frame.
That first Sunday after the funeral had been the only thing Zoe asked for all week. Aunt Asha and macaroni at six. Damon had set three places. At seven, he put the food away. At eight, he carried a crying five-year-old to bed and did not answer Asha's call the next morning.
"I know," Asha said.
He had expected an excuse. Her quiet guilt left him with nowhere to put his anger.
Imani knocked on the driver's window.
Damon lowered it.
"Third address is occupied upstairs," she said. "Everett uses the lower unit and rear yard every weekday. Current utility meters, recent deliveries, family photographs in the upstairs windows. Luis spoke to the tenant. She has been there fourteen months."
"So all three are false," Asha said.
"All three," Imani confirmed.
Damon opened the company drive on his phone. The photographs filled the folder one after another. Denise's plants. Tasha's quilt tables. Mr. Purcell's coffee cup on the upstairs sill. Everett's stacked catering crates. A pink backpack hanging inside the third building's front window.
Three addresses. Three lies. Enough human detail to make every red line obscene.
He forwarded the folder to his own email, his insurance agent, and a private storage account Voss could not reach. Then he sent a written stop-work notice to the entire crew.
NO WORK AT ROSEBRICK ADDRESSES. OCCUPANCY INFORMATION IS FALSE. EQUIPMENT REMAINS PARKED PENDING REVIEW. FULL PAY THROUGH TODAY.
Imani read over his shoulder. "Today?"
"I will cover today."
"And tomorrow?"
"I am working on it."
Her eyes narrowed, but she let him have the lie for the moment.
Asha saw it too. Of course she did.
"What does Voss owe you?" she asked.
"That is company business."
"Which means enough to scare you."
"It means I am not discussing payroll in the street."
"Damon, if money is how he controls the choice, money is part of the choice."
"My crew will be paid."
"That was not my question."
His phone rang again.
This time Graham did not wait for voicemail. He ended the call and immediately sent a message.
SITE OFFICE. ALONE. BRING THE ORIGINAL PACKET. DO NOT COPY OR DISTRIBUTE.
Damon looked at the photographs already stored in three places.
Asha read the message from the passenger doorway. "He knows."
"He suspects."
"There is no harmless reason to tell you not to copy it."
"I did not say there was."
She stepped down from the truck. "I am coming with you."
"No."
"That was quick."
"He asked for me alone because he wants to talk about my contract. You in the room gives him a reason to perform instead of answer."
"You alone gives him a chance to threaten you where nobody can hear."
"He can threaten me. He cannot start these engines."
"Unless you come back and tell them to."
Damon climbed out of the truck. Their bodies nearly touched before Asha gave him space. He wished she had not. Wanting her had always arrived at the worst possible time, sharp and unreasonable, carrying the memory of one kiss neither of them had been brave enough to repeat.
"Look at me," he said.
"I am looking."
"No Vale machine touches this Row. Not today. Not after Voss talks to me. If another company comes, call me before you stand in front of it."
"That sounds like an order."
"It is a request from Zoe's father to the woman who promised she would stay alive for her."
Asha went very still.
He had not meant to use Zoe as a weapon. The regret came before the last word finished.
"That was low," he said.
"It was true."
"Both can happen at once."
Her expression softened by one degree. "Then give me a reason to call you."
Damon handed the original packet to Imani.
"Scan every page at the cooperative office," he said. "Give Asha a copy. Keep the original with you until I return."
Imani took it. "Voss told you to bring this."
"He can ask me for it after he explains every address."
Asha glanced from the packet to him. Something in her face shifted, not trust, but the first small space where trust might someday fit.
His phone rang once more.
Damon answered. "Vale."
Graham Voss did not bother with a greeting. "My office. Ten minutes. Alone."
"I am verifying your vacancy list."
"You were hired to execute a schedule, not investigate it."
"All three addresses are occupied."
A pause, brief and cold.
"My office," Voss said. "If anyone from the cooperative follows you, every outstanding payment to Vale Demolition stops today."
The line went dead.
Damon looked at his parked crew, Asha, and the Row his sister had called home.
Then he got into his truck alone.
Chapter 3
The Place She Left Empty
Zoe Vale came through the school doors at a run.
Asha barely had time to set down her tote before fifty pounds of child hit her around the waist.
"Aunt Asha!"
The name cracked something open.
Asha caught Zoe under the arms and lifted. Three years ago, she could have carried her without thinking. Now Zoe's sneakers swung against Asha's knees, and the effort made both of them laugh.
"You got tall," Asha said.
"You say that every time."
"Because you keep doing it. It is suspicious."
Zoe leaned back to inspect her. Eight years old. Simone's wide brown eyes, Damon's serious eyebrows, and a neat pair of puff ponytails tied with purple ribbons. One front tooth had grown in slightly crooked. Asha had not known it was loose.
That small missing knowledge hurt more than she expected.
"Daddy said you might come," Zoe said. "Then he said not to get excited in case your meeting went long."
"My meeting did go long. I left anyway."
"Is that allowed?"
"I am the director. Sometimes I give myself permission."
Zoe slid to the ground but kept hold of Asha's hand. Children poured around them toward parents, grandparents, car doors, and the bright crossing flags at the curb. The late-afternoon sun warmed the brick school wall.
"Where is Daddy?" Zoe asked.
"At a work meeting. He asked me to pick you up."
That was the easy version.
Damon had sent a four-word message twenty minutes after leaving Rosebrick.
CAN YOU GET ZOE?
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