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Chapter One — Nora
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The pitch deck froze on slide fourteen, and Nora Voss watched eleven million dollars evaporate in real time.

"It's a formatting error," she said, too fast, already crossing the conference room to the laptop. "Give me one second."

Nobody at the table moved to help her. That was the first sign the meeting was already lost. The Lindqvist Group's acquisitions team sat in a neat, unbothered row on the other side of the glass table, the kind of stillness that came from people who had already decided and were only waiting for a polite excuse to leave.

She got the slide working. Nobody looked at it.

"Ms. Voss," said Erik Lindqvist, folding his hands, "I think we've seen enough to make a decision on our end. We appreciate Voss Dynamics' history in this market. Truly. Your father built something respected."

Built. Past tense, like the man and the company were both artifacts now.

"My father's name is on the door," Nora said, keeping her voice level though her pulse was doing something ugly in her throat. "But I run the numbers, and the numbers on Lakeshore Meridian are good. Better than good. You've seen the projected returns."

"We've also seen Kade Holdings' opening position," Lindqvist said. "And frankly, that changes the shape of this deal for everyone at the table."

The words landed like a dropped glass.

"Kade Holdings is bidding on Lakeshore Meridian?"

Lindqvist's assistant, a young man who clearly hadn't been told to keep his mouth shut, glanced up. "They filed with the city this morning. Damon Kade himself is attending the site review Thursday."

Nora kept her face still through sheer force of will, the same discipline that had gotten her through four years of business school, a father's funeral, and eighteen months of quietly keeping Voss Dynamics from going under while everyone in this city waited to see if the daughter could do what the founder had done. She did not let her face show that the name Damon Kade had just detonated something in her chest.

"Then I look forward to Thursday," she said, and stood, and shook every hand in the room like she hadn't just watched her best deal of the year grow teeth.

She didn't fall apart until she was in the elevator, alone, watching the floor numbers count down through downtown Chicago's gray November light.

Kade Holdings didn't lose. That was the whole terrifying architecture of the company — a fortress built by a man who treated acquisition like a blood sport and had never, in eleven years of empire-building, walked away from a deal he wanted. If Damon Kade wanted Lakeshore Meridian, Voss Dynamics wasn't a competitor anymore. It was a formality on the way to his victory lap.

Her phone buzzed. Her assistant, Priya: Board wants an emergency call. 20 min. Not good news, I think.

Nora closed her eyes and let herself have exactly four seconds of panic — one, two, three, four — because that was the rule she'd made for herself the week after the funeral, when she'd realized that if she let herself fall apart for longer than that, she might not find her way back up. Four seconds. Then breathe. Then move.

The elevator doors opened onto the lobby, and her heels struck the marble floor with a rhythm that sounded, to anyone watching, exactly like confidence.

She had eighteen months of practice faking it. She could do one more day.

Voss Dynamics occupied four floors of a building her father had bought when it was still considered a bad bet, back when this stretch of the Loop was two blocks of parking lots and a rumor of gentrification. He'd been right about the neighborhood. Nora intended to be right about Lakeshore Meridian, a nine-acre stretch of underused lakefront that could either become the most talked-about mixed-use development in a decade, or — if Kade Holdings got there first — another glass monument to somebody else's ambition, with Voss Dynamics' name nowhere on the plaque.

Her father had wanted that project. He'd talked about it in the last year of his life the way other men talked about grandchildren.

She was not going to lose it to Damon Kade.

The board call was worse than she'd braced for. Her uncle Richard — technically Chairman, practically an obstacle with a vote — spent the first ten minutes reminding everyone that he'd said the Lakeshore bid was too aggressive for a firm their size, and the next ten suggesting they quietly withdraw before Kade Holdings made them look foolish in public.

"We are not withdrawing," Nora said.

"Nora." Richard's voice had the particular gentleness men used when they'd already decided a woman was being emotional. "Kade doesn't lose. You know this. Everyone in this industry knows this. If we go head to head with him publicly and lose, it damages us far more than a graceful step back would."

"We have the better proposal," Nora said. "We have local relationships he doesn't have. We have a firm that's been in this community for thirty years, and he has a firm that flew in from New York four years ago and started buying up everything that wasn't nailed down. I am not stepping back from the one deal that could actually stabilize this company because you're afraid of a man with a bigger checkbook."

Silence on the line. Then Richard, quieter: "Your father would have wanted you to be careful."

"My father wanted Lakeshore Meridian," Nora said. "I intend to get it for him."

She hung up before anyone could argue further, and sat alone in her office as the sky over the lake went the color of a bruise, and thought — not for the first time, and with considerably more venom than usual — about a man she had never met.

She pulled up his photo before she could stop herself. Damon Kade, headshot from a business magazine profile last spring: dark hair, a jaw that looked like it had been built specifically to be photographed refusing something, eyes the color of good whiskey and about as warm. The headline had called him The Coldest Man in Chicago Real Estate, which she'd found, at the time, a little dramatic.

She was starting to think it might be an understatement.

Thursday, she thought, and closed the laptop. I'll see for myself.

She didn't go home that night, not really. She went to her apartment, showered off the day, and then sat at her kitchen table with her father's old project files spread out in front of her, the same way he used to spread blueprints in front of nine-year-old her, like the answer to everything was somewhere in the paper if you looked long enough.

Lakeshore Meridian had been his dream for six years before it was hers. She found the folder near the bottom of the box — his handwriting on the tab, the specific slant of his letters that she still recognized in her sleep — and inside, notes from a site visit he'd made eight years ago, before the city had even opened the parcel for development bids. Nine acres. Underused. Could be the thing that puts us in a different league entirely, if we do it right and don't get greedy about the timeline.

He'd written don't get greedy about the timeline twice, underlined once, like he was reminding himself of a lesson he'd learned the hard way somewhere else.

Nora traced the words with one finger and thought about Kade Holdings' filing, about a man who by every account never lost, and felt something harden in her chest that had nothing to do with fear.

I'm not going to get greedy about the timeline, Dad. I'm just not going to lose it, either.

She fell asleep at the table sometime after one, her father's notes still spread out around her, and woke at six with a crick in her neck and a clarity she hadn't had in weeks: whatever Damon Kade turned out to be — ruthless, careful, cold, all three — she was not walking into Thursday's site review as anything less than the person her father had spent thirty years training her to become.

She was in her office by seven-thirty, in the site-appropriate boots she kept in her bottom drawer for exactly this kind of morning, going over the property survey one more time before she had to face him.

Priya arrived with coffee at eight, took one look at the spread of blueprints and old survey documents still covering half of Nora's desk, and set the coffee down without comment.

"You've been here since before I left last night, haven't you."

"I went home. Briefly."

"That's not an answer." Priya perched on the edge of the desk, studying her with the specific concern of someone who'd worked alongside Nora long enough to recognize the difference between focused and running on empty. "Nora. You know you don't have to prove anything today, right? The site review is a formality. Both firms will get equal access to the same information."

"I know that."

"Do you? Because you look like you're preparing for a court martial, not a walkthrough." Priya's voice softened. "Your father spent thirty years building relationships in this city. You don't have to out-prepare Damon Kade to prove you belong at that table. You already belong there."

Nora looked up from the survey, something in her chest loosening slightly at the reminder. "I know. I just — I keep thinking about what happens if I lose this one, Priya. Not just for the company. For what it would mean, that I couldn't hold onto the one thing my father wanted most."

"You're not your father, and this isn't a referendum on his memory. It's one deal. A big one, but one." Priya squeezed her shoulder briefly before standing. "Go show Kade Holdings exactly why this company has survived eighteen months of hell without him. I'll hold down the office."

Nora managed a real smile for the first time that morning, gathered her coat, and headed for the site, Priya's words settling somewhere useful beneath the nervous energy that had carried her through the night.
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Chapter Two — Damon
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Damon Kade had a rule about due diligence: read the file before you read the person. Numbers didn't perform for you. People did.

So he read the Voss Dynamics file twice before he let himself pull up a photo of Nora Voss, and by the time he did, he already respected her more than he'd expected to, which put him in a bad mood before their paths had even crossed.

"She's kept the company alive on fumes," said Marcus Chen, his head of acquisitions, sliding a tablet across the desk. "Her father died eighteen months ago, she inherited a company that was over-leveraged on two bad developments, and she's clawed it back to solvent without a single layoff. That's not luck. That's someone who's good."

"Good enough to beat us?"

"No," Marcus said. "But good enough to make it expensive."

Damon looked at the photo a beat longer than he needed to. Dark hair pulled back, a gray suit that fit like she'd chosen precision over comfort, and eyes that were doing a very controlled version of don't test me for whatever event the photo had been taken at. He recognized the look. He saw it in the mirror most mornings.

"She'll be at Thursday's site review," Marcus said.

"Good." Damon closed the file. "I want to see how she handles losing."

"You're that confident?"

"I don't bid on things I'm not going to win," Damon said, and it wasn't arrogance so much as a fact he had built his entire life around, brick by brick, since he was twenty-two years old with a business degree, a dead father's debts, and absolutely nothing else.

Marcus lingered in the doorway instead of leaving, the specific hesitation of a man with more to say and uncertain footing to say it on.

"There's something else," Marcus said. "About the Voss file. I did some digging into the company's early history, standard due diligence, and I found something strange in the incorporation records. Voss Dynamics wasn't originally structured the way you'd expect for a firm that's stayed family-owned for thirty years."

"Strange how?"

"There's a gap in the ownership records from the company's founding years. Nothing illegal, nothing that would show up on a standard audit, but — odd. Like something was restructured early on and the paper trail got cleaned up after the fact." Marcus shrugged, uncertain. "Probably nothing. Old companies have messy history. I just flagged it because it's unusual enough that I wanted you to know it exists before Thursday."

Damon filed the observation away without much weight, distracted by the more immediate problem of Thursday's site review, the sharp, capable woman in the photograph, the specific unease he couldn't quite name that had settled into his chest since he'd first read her file. "Send me what you have. I'll look at it after the site visit."

"Will do." Marcus paused at the door. "You've read that file three times now, boss. That's more than you usually give a target before a first meeting."

"She's not a target. She's a competitor with a legitimate claim on the same nine acres I want." Damon closed the folder, aware even as he said it that the distinction felt thinner than it should. "I like to understand what I'm up against."

"Sure," Marcus said, in a tone that suggested he didn't entirely believe that was the whole explanation, and left Damon alone with the file, the photograph, and a restlessness he chose, for the moment, not to examine.

His mother called him that evening, which was rare enough that he answered on the second ring instead of the fourth.

"I heard you're bidding against Elias Voss's daughter," Eleanor Kade said, without preamble, the way she said everything.

"His daughter runs the company now. He's been dead a year and a half, Mom."

"I know when Elias Voss died, Damon." Something in her voice made him sit up a little straighter. His mother did not often say a name like that — carefully, like she was setting down something breakable. "I knew him. Before you were born. Before your father."

Damon frowned at the window, at the black glass tower of his own headquarters reflected in the one across the street. "You never mentioned that."

"There wasn't a reason to." A pause, longer than the sentence needed. "Be careful with that deal, Damon. Some things are more complicated than a spreadsheet."

"It's a real estate acquisition. It's exactly as complicated as a spreadsheet."

His mother made a sound that, from anyone else, he'd have called a laugh, except there was no humor in it. "You'll find out otherwise. Ask your father's old files, if you don't believe me."

"Dad's been gone eleven years. What files?"

But she'd already changed the subject, asking about Thanksgiving, whether he was still working himself into the ground, whether he'd found time to date anyone who wasn't a merger. He gave her the same non-answers he always did and hung up twenty minutes later with an itch at the back of his neck he couldn't place.

He told himself it was nothing. His mother liked mysteries; she'd always been prone to dropping cryptic warnings and then declining to explain them, a habit he'd found charming as a child and mildly exasperating as an adult with a company to run.

He didn't go looking through his father's old files that night.

He would, eventually. Just not yet.

Thursday morning, he stood at the edge of the Lakeshore Meridian site with his coat collar up against the wind coming off the water, looking at nine acres of cracked asphalt and rusted chain-link that were going to be worth four hundred million dollars in eighteen months, and he saw her before she saw him.

Nora Voss crossed the site in flat boots and a wool coat the color of the November sky, a hard hat under one arm because she clearly knew she'd need it and hadn't put it on yet, talking to the city liaison with the kind of focused, unhurried attention that told him she'd already walked every inch of this property in her head a hundred times.

She was better in person than in the photo. That was inconvenient information, and he filed it away the same place he filed everything inconvenient: somewhere he wouldn't have to look at it again.

Then she looked up, found him across the lot, and her whole face did something controlled and cold that he recognized immediately, because he did the exact same thing every time he walked into a room he intended to win.

Interesting, he thought, and started walking toward her.
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