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Dedication

For the ones who learned early

that power always keeps two sets of books:

one for the public

and one for the truth.

For every family still doing the math

after loss, silence, and survival.

And for the people who kept asking questions

when everyone else said let it go.
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Prologue: If Anything Happens
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If Anything Happens

Micah Mercer checked the rearview mirror again before he pressed record.

Rain ticked against the windshield in nervous little taps, not hard enough to wash anything clean, just steady enough to blur the fellowship hall across the lot. New Mercy Baptist looked softer in the dark than it did in daylight. The white stone took on a gray cast. The gold cross over the entrance caught the parking lot light and held it like it belonged there more than God did.

Micah angled the phone closer to his mouth.

"If this gets to you late, that means I ran out of time."

He stopped, exhaled, and started over. His hand was shaking. He hated that. He hated how fear made the body tell on itself.

"If you're hearing this, don't let them call it an accident."

That sounded better. Colder. Cleaner. Something a person could actually use.

He looked down at the manila envelope on the passenger seat. It was thick now, heavier than paper should have been. Deed copies. Meeting notes. A donation report that was supposed to prove how a church-backed housing fund had helped rescue the neighborhood and instead looked like a shopping list for men with polished shoes and private parking spots.

Micah had grown up inside this building. Vacation Bible school in the basement. Easter speeches on the youth stage. Choir anniversaries. Fish fries. Funerals. Offerings. He knew what money looked like in church. Small bills folded soft from being carried too long. Checks with shaky signatures. Quiet giving. Pride giving. Guilt giving. Hope giving.

This was not that.

These numbers were too round in some places and too precise in others. Donation amounts matching parcel balances. "Community restoration grants" landing in accounts created three weeks before the transfers closed. Property tax delinquencies that vanished right before the same homes changed hands through companies nobody in the neighborhood had ever heard of. Every time Micah followed one line, it led him back to the same circle.

Councilman Julian Rook.

Evelyn Cross.

Bishop Amos Calhoun.

Public servant. Developer. Man of God.

Micah gave a humorless laugh and rubbed his jaw.

"I know how that sounds. I do. If Javon hears this first, he's going to think I jumped before the bridge was built. That's what he always says when he thinks I moved too fast. Maybe he was right about a lot of things. But he won't be right about this."

He picked up the donation report and flattened it against the steering wheel.

"Do not look at what they preached. Look at what they purchased."

The sentence hung in the car. He let it.

That was the truth of it. Everybody in the city was arguing about language. Revitalization. Blight reduction. Community partnership. Legacy investment. New Mercy wasn't the only church putting its face on the work, but New Mercy was the one people trusted enough not to question. Nobody questioned a ribbon cutting if a bishop prayed over it first. Nobody asked where the money started if the brochure ended with smiling seniors and fresh paint.

Micah had asked.

That was the problem.

His phone buzzed with a missed call notification from an unknown number. Then another. He muted it and stared through the rain.

Earlier that afternoon he had tried Javon twice and hung up both times before the call connected. His brother would still come home for the funeral if things got bad enough. Blood was blood. But grief and guilt were the only things strong enough to pull Javon back without a contract or a catastrophe. Micah had known that for years.

Selah was different.

Selah picked up.

He smiled despite himself, thinking about the short call from an hour ago. Her voice had been the same and not the same. Sharper at the edges. Less willing to pretend with people. He had told her just enough to make sure she took him seriously and not enough to trap her if somebody got to her first.

If something happens, he had said, there are two copies.

That was not completely true. There was one hard copy in the envelope and one digital copy on the flash drive taped underneath the false bottom of the old brass lockbox in his mother's cedar chest. Micah had hidden it there because

nobody living had touched that chest without asking Laverne Mercer first, and nobody who feared her wanted that conversation.

He kept the second flash drive in the inside pocket of his coat.

One copy for the truth.

One copy for insurance.

The fellowship hall doors opened.

Micah froze.

Three men came out laughing too hard for that hour of the night. He recognized one of them by the walk before the light caught his face. Derrick Sloan. Ex-detective. He had the relaxed posture of a man other people paid to stay calm for them. He wasn't dressed like security and he wasn't dressed like church either. Just dark coat, dark slacks, clean hands.

Micah lowered the phone without stopping the recording.

Sloan stood under the awning and said something to the two men with him. They split, one heading toward the side lot, the other toward the street.

Micah's throat tightened.

He started the engine.

His first instinct was to reverse out fast and let the tires scream. But panic made witnesses. Panic made memory. He put the car in drive and eased out like he had nowhere in the world to be but home.

Sloan turned his head as Micah passed.

No wave. No surprise. Just recognition.

Micah kept his face flat and rolled toward the exit. Once he reached the street, he made the first right, then the second, then another, taking the side roads that wound behind the old rowhouses where porch lights still burned for no reason except habit.

"I am leaving New Mercy now," he said, voice lower. "Time stamp this if you have to. If something happens between here and home, it started back there."

A pair of headlights appeared behind him.

He told himself not every car was a tail. Not every late-night driver was a threat.

Then the headlights stayed with him through a turn they did not need to make.

Micah glanced at the mirror again.

"Javon, if you get this, listen to me all the way through before you start correcting me. The parcel number is inside the donation shorthand. They changed the names, not the math. Parcel 14-B is the line that unlocks the rest. Follow 14-B and you'll find the shell. Follow the shell and you'll find who paid for me to stop asking questions."

The headlights crept closer.

Micah pressed harder on the gas.

His phone slid on the seat. The envelope tipped and spilled across the console. One deed copy fluttered to the floor mat. He cursed, reached for the wheel with both hands, and took the corner too wide.

The black SUV behind him tightened the distance like it had been waiting for him to make exactly that mistake.

"Selah," he said, and now his voice broke, "if this reaches you first, don't publish fast. Publish right. Make them stand in it."

He could see the river road ahead, slick and nearly empty. Warehouses on one side. Guardrail on the other. No storefront cameras. No old men on stoops. No choir mothers coming out of prayer meeting. Just wet pavement and a city that got quiet when the expensive people went to sleep.

The SUV hit him once.

Not hard enough to spin him. Hard enough to announce itself.

Micah sucked in air and gripped the wheel until his knuckles burned.

"They found me."

The second hit came harder.

His right shoulder slammed against the door. The phone bounced off the dash. The headlights behind him turned bright, deliberate, full.

Micah looked at the rain-smeared cross hanging from the rearview mirror, the one his mother had tucked into his hand when he first got the car, and started laughing because fear and faith had always sounded too much alike when the end got close.

"Do not look at what they preached," he said again.

The guardrail rushed up.

The recording cut on the sound of metal giving way.
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Chapter 1: Funeral Money
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Javon Mercer did not cry at the cemetery.

He stood in a black coat that cost too much for the cold it was fighting, hands folded in front of him, jaw locked hard enough to ache, and watched six men lower his brother into wet earth.

Everybody else around him gave grief a body. His mother swayed once and caught herself on his aunt Denise's arm. One of Micah's boys from the neighborhood covered his face with both hands and turned away. The choir women who had come out in hats and sensible shoes made low, wounded sounds every time the casket straps shifted.

Javon felt all of it. He just did not let any of it cross his face.

That had become his talent over the years. Not the math. Not the career. Not the quiet apartment in D.C. with nothing in it he did not choose on purpose. Control was his real talent. Control had built the life people called success when they did not know what had been paid for it.

Rain darkened the shoulders of his coat. Mud clung to the edges of polished shoes he should not have worn to a burial. Micah would have laughed at that. Said something about Javon always dressing like he had an interview with God scheduled after lunch.

The thought hit harder than the sermon had.

He looked away from the grave and into the line of umbrellas and black umbrellas and bare heads and church fans being used as shields against the drizzle. That was when he saw her.

Selah Cade stood near the back of the crowd in a belted wool coat the color of old smoke, hair twisted up and pinned in a way that made her look severe until you saw her eyes. The years had changed the architecture around her face. Sharper cheekbones. Sharper mouth. Success sat on her well. It made her look expensive in the kind of way money could not fully buy.

It did nothing to soften the fact that he had once known the private version of her.

He looked away before she caught him looking.

The preacher closed in prayer. Dirt hit wood. Hands touched shoulders. The crowd loosened and began to move toward cars and condolences and casseroles

and all the machinery people used to drag themselves through the first day of loss.

Javon stayed where he was until his mother touched his sleeve.

"Come on," Laverne said softly.

Her voice was not weak. Laverne Mercer had never offered weakness to anybody, not even grief. She wore a black suit with a silver pin at the collar and held herself upright the way some women held grudges: naturally.

He bent slightly to kiss her temple. "You need anything?"

"I need my sons," she said.

He closed his eyes for one hard second.

"I know."

Her hand flattened against his chest. "No. You know one half of it. The other half is under the ground and you're still standing here like you can negotiate with that."

Only his mother could cut him open with a whisper and make it sound like housekeeping.

He helped her toward the car without answering. At the repast back at New Mercy, the fellowship hall filled with heat, wet coats, perfume, fried fish, pound cake, soft voices, and the relentless choreography of Black mourning. Somebody always knew where the plates were. Somebody always knew who needed a chair. Somebody always made sure the old people were served first whether they asked for it or not.

Javon had not been back in this room in almost nine years.

That fact sat in his chest like a confession.

Micah's memorial portrait stood near the front on an easel wrapped in white lilies. He was smiling in the photo, head tipped slightly down, eyes bright with that reckless confidence that made people trust him before he had fully earned it. A memorial donation sign rested beside the portrait:

MICHAH MERCER LEGACY FUND

Community restoration. Youth grants. Housing justice.

Javon frowned.

Micah.

Not Micah.

One extra letter.

It was small. The kind of mistake most people would miss while they were busy being kind. Javon felt the old familiar click in the back of his mind anyway. Errors mattered. Sloppy work mattered. If a name was wrong on the front end, what else was wrong behind it?

He moved closer to the table while his aunt intercepted three cousins and his mother disappeared into a wave of church women determined to feed her. Donation envelopes sat in a clear acrylic box next to a handwritten ledger sheet where one of the younger deacons was collecting names and amounts for larger gifts.

Javon glanced once, then again.

A hundred. Two-fifty. Five hundred. Fine.

Then:

4,875

4,875

9,750

He leaned in.

The entries were not in the same handwriting as the rest. Different pressure on the pen. Different slant. The names beside the amounts were partial or abbreviated. CBR Holdings. J. Rook Dev. EC Civic. Not personal donations at all. Corporate entries written onto a memorial fund sheet like nobody expected anybody reading it to understand the difference.

"You can just leave that there, baby."

Javon straightened. Deaconess Fuller stood beside him with a plate in one hand and suspicion in the other.

"I wasn't leaving anything," he said.

"Then don't hover like you're auditing the Lord."

Normally he might have smiled. Micah would have. Today he did not have enough room in him for humor.

"Who entered these amounts?"

Her brows pulled together. "What amounts?"

He pointed without touching the page. "These."

She shifted the plate to her other hand and squinted. "I don't know. People have been coming in and out all afternoon."

"These aren't personal donations."

"And this isn't the day for that tone."

Javon lifted his gaze to hers. "I'm not using a tone. I'm asking a question."

Deaconess Fuller had known him since he wore clip-on ties and hated Sunday school. She did not flinch. "Then ask it after your brother is buried proper in your spirit."

That should have shut him down. Instead it sharpened him.

"My brother is buried. That's exactly why I'm asking."

A pause opened between them. Short. Noticeable.

She looked at the page again, more carefully this time. Some of the starch went out of her voice.

"Bishop said some community partners wanted to give in his honor. Maybe that's what this is."

Community partners.

Javon looked back at the entries. One amount had a notation beside it. Not a name. Not a reference number. Just two characters written so quickly they almost disappeared.

14-B.

His pulse kicked once.

It could have meant anything. Table number. Batch number. Internal shorthand. Nothing.

Or it could have meant exactly enough to matter.

"Do you mind if I take a picture of this?"

"Yes, I do mind."

The answer came from behind him, smooth as polished stone.

Javon turned and found Bishop Amos Calhoun smiling with all the patience of a man used to being obeyed in public. He wore a charcoal suit with a white pocket square and a silver watch that caught the fellowship hall light every time he moved his wrist. Calhoun was one of those men who made holiness look adjacent to wealth on purpose.

"Javon," the bishop said warmly, opening his arms without fully committing to the embrace. "I was looking for you."

Javon let the bishop hug him because refusing would become a scene and scenes were currency in rooms like this.

"Bishop."

"Your brother meant a great deal to this church."

"Then why is his name misspelled on the memorial sign?"

The bishop's smile did not disappear. It narrowed by half a degree.

"We are correcting it."

"And the corporate donations?"

"Friends of the ministry. People who believed in Micah's vision."

"Why are they on a personal memorial ledger?"

Deaconess Fuller took one careful step sideways. Sensible woman.

Calhoun lowered his voice, inviting intimacy where there was none. "I understand grief can make a man reach for control where he can find it."

Javon almost laughed.

"And I understand accounting can make a man allergic to sloppy paperwork."

For the first time, a flicker of something real crossed the bishop's face. Not anger exactly. Recognition.

"If you have concerns," Calhoun said, "we can discuss them at a better time."

"When?"

"After your family has had room to mourn."

"How convenient."

"Javon."

That was his mother behind him.

He turned. Laverne stood ten feet away with a Styrofoam cup in one hand and disappointment set clean across her features. Not because he was wrong. Because he was making himself visible.

Important difference.

He let the moment go. For now.

"You're right," he said to the bishop, though they both knew he was lying. "Another time."

Calhoun nodded like he had restored order by blessing it. "Good. Today is for Micah."

He moved off to greet a city council aide standing near the dessert table, which told Javon everything he needed to know about how grief ranked in the room.

When the bishop was gone, Javon slid the ledger sheet a fraction closer and looked again at the line marked 14-B. The amount beside it was 4,875. Too odd to be random. Too precise to be ceremonial.

He took out his phone.

Not to photograph the sheet. To type the number into a blank note before somebody decided to move the page.

"Still doing math at funerals."

He knew Selah's voice before he turned toward it. Time had deepened it. Smoothed the brightness without dulling the blade.

She stood close enough now for him to see rain still pearled on the shoulder of her coat. Close enough to smell the clean cedar of her perfume under the food and flowers and coffee.

"Still arriving where I'm not wanted," he said.

One eyebrow lifted. "You've always been welcome in rooms where truth made people nervous."

"That isn't the same thing."

"No," Selah said. "It isn't."

There were a hundred possible things inside those three words. None of them belonged in the middle of a repast.

He put the phone away. "You came for Micah?"

"I came because he asked me to."

The room seemed to tilt slightly, though nothing around them moved.

"Asked you to what?"

Selah studied him for a beat too long. "Not here."

"Selah."

"Outside," she said. "If you still want the truth more than you want to protect your image of him."

He should have snapped back. Asked what the hell that was supposed to mean. Reminded her that she had no right to talk like she knew anything about the years after he left.

Instead he looked at her and saw something he had not expected.

Fear.

Not panic. Not softness. Just the controlled fear of a woman who had already decided to keep moving even after she understood the risk.

He followed her into the rain.
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Chapter 2: Her Copy, His Numbers
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Her Copy, His Numbers

The side lot behind New Mercy was half full and badly lit, the kind of place built for volunteers and delivery vans, not conversations people wanted to remember clearly.

Selah stopped beneath the shallow overhang near the fellowship hall kitchen door and turned to face him. The rain beyond the awning came down harder now, flattening the alley shine and turning every parked car into a dark shape with bright edges.

Javon kept a careful distance between them.

"You said Micah asked you to come," he said. "Say the rest."

Selah reached into her bag and pulled out a small digital recorder.

Not a phone.

A recorder.

Professional. Intentional. Old school enough to make a point.

"He called me the night he died."

The words landed between them like a third person.

"What time?"

"Ten thirty-eight."

Javon's jaw tightened. Micah had texted him at ten fourteen. Call me when you land next week. Need to run something by you.

He had answered the next morning, after the news.

"Why you?" he asked.

Selah's face did something complicated and then closed again. "Because he thought I would listen all the way through."

That one hit where she meant it to.

He looked away toward the lot. "And did you?"

"Enough to know he was scared. Enough to know he was trying not to sound scared. Enough to know your brother had gotten into something bigger than neighborhood politics."

She held out the recorder.

"I made a working copy. The original stays somewhere nobody can force out of me fast."

Javon took it. Her fingers brushed his for less than a second, but his body registered the contact like memory had a pulse.

"Play it," she said.

He pressed the button.

Static crackled. Then Micah's voice, thinner than he remembered and unmistakable anyway:

If something happens between here and home, it started back there.

Javon shut his eyes.

When he opened them, Selah was watching him with no pity on her face at all. Just attention. Selah had always understood that pity insulted him faster than cruelty.

"There's more," she said. "Keep going."

Javon pressed play again.

Rain hissed beneath Micah's breathing. Then his brother's voice returned, lower now, words clipped tight by motion.

Javon, if you get this, listen to me all the way through before you start correcting me. The parcel number is inside the donation shorthand. They changed the names, not the math. Four-eight-seven-five belongs to 14-B. That's tax redemption, not charity. Land bank file. Archer corridor. CBR isn't ministry. It's a holding company.

The recording crackled.

Micah cursed under his breath.

Selah, if he acts like I'm reaching, tell him to look at the decimals. Tell him they copied the number clean instead of rounding it. Nobody rounds mercy down to the dollar, man. They only do that when it's a bill.

Javon's hand tightened around the recorder.

Micah kept talking, words jostled by speed and fear.

Bishop's not the top. He just makes it look blessed. Rook's moving the city pieces. Cross is buying through other names. If something happens to me, don't go to them soft. Don't go to them separate.

The last sentence hit them both hard enough to alter the air.

Static surged. Tires hissed. Then Micah again, rougher this time.

I put a copy where Ma would never let strangers reach easy. Other copy stays with me until morning. If I make it to morning, I bring it to you myself. If I don't, tell Javon stop trying to outthink grief long enough to read what I put in front of him.

Metal rang in the background.

Then:

Do not look at what they preached. Look at what they purchased.

The recording ended in a rush of distorted impact and cut to silence.

Javon stood motionless beneath the overhang, recorder still in hand, rain shouldering down ten feet beyond them.

Selah let the quiet sit for several seconds before she spoke.

"I listened to it eleven times before sunrise," she said. "First as a friend. Then as a reporter. Then as somebody who understood he might already be dead by the time I reached anybody."

Javon stared at the recorder screen until it dimmed.

"Why didn't you bring this to me yesterday?"

Selah's eyes cooled. "You were in the air yesterday."

"This morning."

"This morning you were standing over your brother's grave."

"And now?"

"Now you're asking me questions like the order matters more than the answer."

He looked up sharply. "The order always matters."

"No. The truth matters. Order is how you make yourself feel safer inside it."

He gave a short, humorless breath. "You always did mistake discipline for distance."

"And you always did rename leaving until it sounded noble."

The shot landed clean. He let it.

Rain drummed on the awning hard enough now to turn the lot into a moving gray curtain. Somewhere inside the fellowship hall a woman laughed too loudly, the sound breaking against the cinderblock wall before it reached them.

Selah folded her arms against the cold.

"Micah called me because he knew I would move," she said. "He wanted you because he trusted your mind. He wanted me because he knew I wouldn't wait for permission."

"He should have called the police."

"To report what? That a bishop, a councilman, and a developer were laundering redevelopment money through a holy smile and a shell company? He'd be dead and dismissed in the same afternoon."

Javon's eyes went back to the recorder.

Four-eight-seven-five belongs to 14-B.

That number was still sitting in the notes app on his phone. So was the shorthand from the memorial ledger.

He took the phone out and opened the note. 4,875. 14-B. CBR Holdings. J. Rook Dev. EC Civic.

Selah watched his face change.

"You saw the same line inside?"

"On the memorial ledger." He turned the screen toward her. "These were entered as community donations."

She stepped closer to see it. He could feel the heat of her through both their coats, a sharp and familiar awareness he had no interest in entertaining today.

"That's not all of it," she said.

She opened her bag again and pulled out her phone this time, thumbed into a photo album, and held the screen up beside his.

The photograph had been taken quickly and at an angle, probably from waist level. A printed worksheet sat on what looked like a conference table, columns half cropped off, but enough remained to show a heading:

MERCY COMMUNITY RESTORATION

Under it were line items:

14-B 4,875

16-A 4,875

22-C 9,750

No donor names. No memo notes. Just parcel codes and exact dollar amounts.

"Micah sent me this twenty-seven minutes before he called," Selah said.

Javon looked from the photo to his notes and back again.

"The memorial sheet wasn't a fresh ledger. It was a copy pattern."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning somebody took values from this worksheet and reused them in public where nobody would question their presence." He swiped to zoom in. "These aren't gift amounts. They're transactional amounts. Look at the repetition. Two separate donors at exactly four thousand eight hundred seventy-five is already suspicious. Three entries with mixed notation formats on the same page? Not sloppy. Deliberate."

Selah held his gaze. "In English."

"In English," he said, "your church friends are hiding purchases in plain sight."

Something like vindication crossed her face, but it did not look satisfying. It looked expensive.

"I knew it."

"Knowing isn't the same as proving."

"That's why you're here."

He almost smiled at that. Almost.

Instead he scrolled one-handed into the city parcel database on his phone, fingers moving fast now, muscle memory taking over where grief could not be trusted.

"Archer corridor," he murmured. "If 14-B is a land bank designation, it should sit inside the redevelopment inventory."

"You can pull that on your phone?"

"If your city government is lazy enough, yes."

"This city has never failed to disappoint me."

He found the land bank page, clicked through three ugly menus, and entered 14-B under block reference. A result loaded after a lag that irritated him on principle.

Archer Corridor Redevelopment Block

Parcel 14-B

Status: Redeemed - tax delinquency cured

Redemption amount: $4,875.00

Redeeming entity: CBR Holdings, LLC

Javon went still.

Selah leaned in until their shoulders brushed and read the screen.

"There."

He replayed the relevant part of Micah's message in his head, each word slotting into place with a precision that made him feel sick.

They changed the names, not the math.

"CBR Holdings is real," Selah said quietly.

"At least on paper."

"Can you pull the owner?"

"Not here. State filing, property history, probably campaign disclosures if we want to know who sits behind it." He locked the phone and looked toward the fellowship hall windows. Warm light and silhouettes moved behind the glass like nothing in the world had shifted. "Micah wasn't guessing."

"No."

"Which means whoever built this either didn't think anybody with actual financial training would ever look at it, or they thought they could scare that person off."

Selah's expression changed by one degree. "I don't scare easy."

"That's not always a virtue."

"No. Sometimes it's survival."

They stood there with history between them and rain in front of them and Micah's dead voice still living in the recorder, and for one ugly second Javon wanted to reach for something easier than the truth. Anger. Distance. The old argument. Anything that would return the world to a shape he understood.

Instead he asked the next real question.

"Who else has the audio?"

"Nobody."

"Who else knows Micah contacted you?"

"My producer knows he called. She doesn't have the file. I haven't aired anything. I haven't even told her the names."

"Anybody follow you today?"

Selah looked at him as if deciding how much honesty to spend.

"Maybe."

"That isn't an answer."

"Then here." Her mouth tightened. "Yesterday a black sedan sat outside my studio for an hour and a half. This morning the same car was parked half a block from the church when I arrived. Could have been coincidence. Could have been a donor. Could have been one of your polished saints making sure grief stayed tidy."

"License plate?"

"Partial."

"You kept it?"

One brow lifted. "You think I built a career by forgetting details?"

He almost said something dry back and caught himself in time. Banter with Selah had always been a dangerous route to memory.

"Send it to me," he said.

"You're still deciding whether to help."

"No." He slid the recorder back into her hand. "I'm deciding how stupid we're about to be."

The answer made her laugh once, low and incredulous.

"There you are."

"Don't start."

"You think this is me starting? Javon, we had the whole middle and end already. Starting was ten years ago."

He looked away because she was not wrong and because standing this close to her while she said true things in that voice felt like a structural weakness.

"We need the entity records first," he said. "State incorporation, mailing address, land transfer history, tax redemption trail. Then campaign finance. If CBR Holdings touches Rook or Cross on paper, we stop speculating."

"I can work campaign finance tonight."

"No."

"Excuse me?"

"You work from your place tonight, alone, with no paper trail except what you need. I pull the public records from my mother's house. Tomorrow morning we compare. Nobody emails anything sensitive. Nobody uploads a file to the cloud just because it's convenient."

Selah stared at him. "You really do speak in command form when you're scared."

"And you really do translate concern as control when it comes from me."

"Because with you it usually does."

There it was again, the old rhythm, the precise place where attraction and irritation used to lock together until neither of them could tell one from the other.

He let a breath out slow.

"Fine," he said. "Then hear it however you want. I am not telling you what to do. I am telling you somebody may have already killed Micah for knowing less than we know right now."

The words hung there.

Selah's face did not soften, but something inside her stance did.

"I know," she said.

That quiet answer undid him more than fear would have.

He nodded once.

"Meet me tomorrow at eight. Not your studio. Somewhere public."

"You don't trust my studio?"

"I don't trust any place a routine can find."

"You always did love a sentence that sounded like a vault."

"Selah."

She considered him for a beat, then said, "St. Claire branch library. Second floor reading room. Eight o'clock."

"Done."

"And Javon?"

He waited.

"If you get the impulse to shut me out once the numbers start making sense, fight it."

"You assume a lot."

"No," she said. "I remember a lot."

He could have answered that a dozen wrong ways.

Before he picked one, the kitchen door behind them pushed open. Aunt Denise stepped out balancing two foil-covered pans and stopped when she saw them facing each other under the awning like a problem nobody had solved right the first time.

"Well," she said. "This is either healing or bad judgment."

Neither of them moved fast enough.

Denise snorted softly. "Your mother wants both of you inside before the fish goes cold."

Selah stepped back first. "Tell her I'm coming."

Denise looked between them one more time, old eyes missing nothing, then kept moving toward the cars.

When she was gone, Javon said, "You should leave with somebody."

"I drove myself."

"That's not what I meant."

"I know."

The rain had eased enough now that the lot was visible again. A few cars pulled out from the front, headlights sweeping the side wall before disappearing into the street.

Selah tucked the recorder into her bag.

"Eight o'clock," she said.

He nodded.

She started toward the parking row, then paused and turned back.

"Micah loved you," she said. "Even when he was mad at you. Don't make his last request another argument you win after the person is gone."

He watched her walk into the rain before he went back inside.

The fellowship hall felt too warm after that. Too bright. Too full of women pressing pie into his hand and men gripping his shoulder and speaking about Micah in past tense like language alone could teach the body what it had lost.

Javon found his mother near the coffee urns.

Laverne took one look at his face and said, "You found something."

He should have lied. Not because she was weak, but because she deserved one night in which grief remained only grief.

Instead he said, "I found a reason to ask more questions."

Her eyes held his for a long moment.

"Good," she said.

"Good?"

"Your brother did not die careless. He died interrupted." She lifted the Styrofoam cup and drank without breaking eye contact. "People keep trying to sell me peace too early. I don't buy on pressure."

He stared at her.

"Did Micah tell you anything?"

"Not enough." She set the cup down. "He came by two nights ago and asked if the cedar chest in my room still locked. That's all."

Javon's pulse jumped.

"What did you say?"

"I said yes." Her mouth flattened. "And then I asked why. He kissed my forehead, told me I worried like a professional, and changed the subject. I let him."

Micah had hidden a copy where Ma would never let strangers reach easy.

Javon looked toward the fellowship hall doors, toward the rain-dark parking lot, toward the city beyond it.

Nothing in his life felt controlled anymore.

For the first time since the call from Denise had dragged him home, that no longer felt like the worst possible thing.
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Chapter 3: The Shell
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Javon did not sleep.

He lay on the narrow bed in his old room at his mother's house and listened to the house settle around him like memory had weight. The radiator clicked. Pipes knocked once in the wall. Somewhere down the hall, Laverne moved in her bedroom with the deliberate quiet of a woman who had earned the right not to announce herself to anybody.

His childhood room had become a storage room by degrees rather than decision. The old desk was still here. So was the bookshelf with college debate trophies he had not cared enough to take and his high school yearbooks stacked beside tax law binders from the year he sat for the CPA exam. Laverne had never really made a shrine of anybody. She made use of space. That had always been her version of faith.

Javon stared at the ceiling until three fourteen in the morning, then gave up pretending rest was a real option and got dressed.

The kitchen light was already on.

Laverne sat at the table in a blue robe and house shoes, reading from the local paper with a pair of glasses low on her nose and a cup of tea gone half cold by her elbow.

She did not look surprised to see him.

"Coffee's fresh," she said.

"You sleep at all?"

"Enough to know I wasn't missing much by waking up."

He pulled a mug from the cabinet and poured.

The kitchen looked almost exactly the same as it had when he was seventeen and trying to become a person who could leave. Oak cabinets. Cream tile. A small crack in the corner of the window over the sink where Micah had once thrown a baseball indoors and blamed gravity for the result. The same table where bills got paid, lectures got delivered, and plans got born or buried depending on the year.

Javon opened his laptop and sat across from her.

"You're going to ask instead of sneaking," Laverne said, still reading.

"Apparently."

"Good. Saves both of us time."

He wrapped his hands around the mug. "Micah hid something in your cedar chest."

That made her lower the paper.

"You know that or you're guessing?"

"He told Selah in the recording there was a copy somewhere you'd never let strangers reach easily. You said he asked about the lock."

Laverne folded the paper in half with irritating calm. "Then after breakfast we'll look."

"After breakfast?"

"Yes. Nobody searches my room at four in the morning like raccoons."

Despite himself, he almost smiled.

"You have a suspect list already?"

"I raised two sons. Suspicion is a life skill."

He shook his head and opened the city land bank database.

For the next forty minutes he worked in silence except for the clicking of keys and the occasional muttered curse when government websites failed to function like they had ever met a competent designer. He pulled parcel 14-B again, then every connected transfer he could find. Tax records. Redemption certificates. assessor history. A scanned deed transfer with margins too wide and metadata sloppier than he liked.

The pattern emerged by slow, ugly degrees.

Parcel 14-B had belonged to an elderly homeowner named Gloria Tandy until seventeen months ago, when unpaid property taxes sent it to the city's delinquent inventory. Two months later, instead of going through the open community disposition process the city advertised on its website, it had been redeemed by CBR Holdings, LLC for exactly $4,875. Thirty days after that, CBR transferred the parcel into a pooled acquisition trust tied to a planned affordable housing corridor.

Affordable housing on paper.

Future mixed-use redevelopment in practice.

Javon clicked deeper.

CBR Holdings, LLC was registered eight weeks before the redemption. Its mailing address was a suite on the twelfth floor of the Franklin Building downtown. Organizer: Tremaine Bell.

He knew that name.

Not personally. Professionally.

Bell had appeared in campaign filings before, usually as a treasurer or compliance consultant for candidates who wanted to look cleaner than they were. Javon had seen the name in public ethics cases and once in a white paper about municipal contracting abuse. Bell was the kind of man people hired when they wanted the paperwork to survive casual inspection.

"There you are," he murmured.

Laverne lowered the paper again.

"Found a devil?"

"Found an administrator," he said.

"Same family."

He looked up.

"Who is Tremaine Bell to you?"

"To me?" She frowned slightly. "Nobody. To this city? A man who always seems to have a parking space where the crooked people are."

He angled the laptop so she could see.

"He organized CBR Holdings. CBR redeemed one of the parcels Micah was tracking."

Laverne studied the screen longer than most people did when confronted with financial records.

"And those letters on that memorial sheet?"

"Same entity."

Her jaw set.

"The bishop put that in my son's repast?"

"Looks that way."

"Then either he is a fool or he thinks we're one."

The statement pleased him more than it should have. At least the bloodline remained intact.

He clicked into another filing, this one for a nonprofit called Mercy Community Restoration Council. Board members listed: Bishop Amos Calhoun, two deacons, one attorney, one community liaison from Cross Civic Foundation.

"There," he said.

"Who's the woman?"

"Cross Civic Foundation liaison. Evelyn Cross's philanthropy arm."

Laverne made a sound of pure disgust.

"That woman gives away coats with one hand and steals blocks with the other."

He looked up sharply.

"You know her?"

"I know her type. And I know she bought up half of Fenton Row before anybody understood why." Laverne leaned back in her chair. "You left before the first wave got ugly. People started calling it investment. Then they started calling it inevitable. That's how theft dresses when it wants to be invited inside."

Javon wrote that down because his mother had a way of speaking in chapter titles.

At six-thirty she rose, rinsed her cup, and said, "Now you can eat, and then we can check my room."

He obeyed because arguing with Laverne before sunrise was a waste of human life.

Fifteen minutes later they stood in her bedroom while she unlocked the cedar chest at the foot of her bed with a brass key from the drawer of her nightstand.

The chest smelled faintly of starch, old wood, and lavender sachets.

Laverne folded back quilted blankets, Christmas table runners, and a shoebox full of photographs. Underneath, tucked flat beneath a stack of ironed linen napkins, sat a manila envelope wrapped in brown packaging tape.

Javon went cold.

Micah's handwriting cut across the front in thick black marker:

MA - if Javon asks first, let him have this.

Laverne closed her eyes briefly, then opened them and handed it over.

"Your brother knew exactly who he came from," she said.

Inside the envelope were photocopied deeds, a typed list of parcel numbers, and two pages of bank activity printed from an account named MERCY COMMUNITY RESTORATION COUNCIL. Several transactions were highlighted in yellow. Outgoing payments. Cashier's checks. Redemption amounts matching the figures on the photographed worksheet.

4,875

4,875

9,750

Micah had handwritten one note in the margin:

Same values. Different faces.

Javon sat on the edge of his mother's bed and read the packet twice while Laverne stood over him with both arms folded.

"How bad?" she asked.

"Bad enough that he was right to be scared."

"Bad enough that he died for it?"

He looked at the paper in his hands. "I don't know yet."

"That's not the answer to what I asked."

He met her eyes.

"Yes."

Laverne inhaled slowly and pressed her lips together until the trembling stopped before it started. It was one of the hardest things he had ever watched anybody do.

"Then don't handle me," she said. "If we're going to live in the truth, live there all the way."

"I am."

"No. You're visiting." She tapped the packet. "Your brother left you work. Do the work."

At seven forty-three Javon parked outside the St. Claire branch library with the envelope in a slim leather portfolio on the passenger seat and three new reasons not to trust anyone wearing a public smile.

The library was a brick building from the sixties that the city had renovated just enough to photograph and not enough to honor. Inside, the reading room on the second floor smelled like paper, carpet glue, and old heat. Morning light slanted through tall windows onto long communal tables lined with outlets, half of which did not function.

Selah was already there.

Of course she was.

She sat near the back in a camel coat over a black turtleneck, laptop open, legal pad full, coffee untouched. Her hair fell loose today, the dark length of it pulled over one shoulder in a way that made him remember things he had no intention of remembering inside a public library before eight in the morning.

She saw the portfolio in his hand and sat straighter.

"You found something."

"Micah found something," he said. "I found where he hid it."

He slid into the chair across from her and opened the portfolio just enough for her to see the top sheet.

Her eyes sharpened.

"Well."

"He left copies of deed records and nonprofit account activity. Mercy Community Restoration Council is moving the same exact amounts from the audio."

"Show me."

He did.

For the next twenty minutes the world narrowed to paper, whispers, and the geometry of two smart people being forced to trust each other in increments.

Selah read fast, but not loosely. She worked a page the way good reporters did, eyes moving for names, dates, relationships, inconsistencies. Twice she stopped and underlined something on her pad. Once she took out her phone only to check a screenshot, then put it away without being asked.

"Cross Civic Foundation liaison sits on the board," she murmured. "That gives Evelyn a respectable arm's-length lane."

"And CBR Holdings redeems parcels, then transfers them into pooled acquisition trusts."

"Meaning the nonprofit can call it restoration while the private entity calls it assembly."

"Exactly."

She looked up.

"I hate when you're useful."

"You hated it less ten years ago."

"Ten years ago I thought useful and safe might coexist in one man."

That one deserved an answer and he did not have one that improved the room, so he let it pass.

"What did you get?" he asked.

Selah turned the legal pad around.

She had built a quick matrix in neat block letters:

CBR Holdings - organizer: Tremaine Bell

Bell - treasurer for Rook campaign committee

EC Civic Action Fund - same compliance mailing address as Bell Consulting

Mercy Community Restoration Council - board overlap with Cross Civic Foundation

"And before you ask," she said, "yes, I checked the addresses twice."

Javon looked over the notes.

"Tremaine Bell is touchpoint on all of it."

"Not all of it." She tapped a line halfway down the pad. "One more name keeps showing up in public notices tied to redevelopment hearings. A law firm. Hale, Wescott, and Pike."

He felt the slightest shift in his own posture.

Selah caught it immediately.

"You know it."

"I know the firm."

"How?"

"My old employer audited a municipal bond deal they touched five years ago."

"And?"

"And their paperwork was immaculate."

Selah's mouth tilted. "You say that like it's a threat."

"In the wrong hands, immaculate is always a threat."

She sat back and looked at him over steepled fingers.

"So what now?"

He considered the room, the windows, the two retirees reading newspapers near the far shelves, the security camera above the circulation desk that probably had one dead angle and one blind administrator.

"Now we find out what Micah kept at his apartment."

"You think there's more?"

"He wouldn't hide one copy with his mother and carry another on him without holding a third kind of thing somewhere closer. Notes. Originals. His laptop. Something."

Selah nodded once. "I have his address."

"Of course you do."

"He sent it when he asked me to meet him the next morning." Her expression stayed neutral, but the sentence carried failure inside it anyway. She had not gotten there in time. Neither had he.

Javon repacked the papers.

"We go now."

"I drove."

"So did I."

"And you still hate being in the passenger seat?"

"With you specifically? Historically, yes."

She smiled then. Small. Dangerous. Real enough to catch him off guard.

"That," she said, standing, "is the first honest thing you've said today."

Micah's apartment sat in a three-story brick building on Norwood Avenue above a barber shop and a tax service with faded vinyl lettering on the window. The block was the kind that looked stable from a moving car and strained under inspection. Fresh paint on two facades. boarded porch three houses down. Flowerpots on one stoop. city citation taped crooked to another.

Micah had always loved blocks like this. Places not yet surrendered.

Javon parked across the street and killed the engine.

Selah glanced up at the third-floor windows.

"He liked the light."

The sentence came out soft enough that he almost missed it.

"You'd been here before."

"Twice."

He did not ask when.

They climbed the narrow stairwell in silence. The building smelled like old cooking oil, bleach, and radiator heat. On the second-floor landing an elderly woman in a floral housedress opened her door with a grocery cart half inside and gave both of them a look polished by decades of neighborhood vigilance.

"You family?" she asked.

"Brother," Javon said.

Recognition changed her face immediately.

"Baby, I am so sorry about Micah."

He nodded. "Thank you."

She shifted the grocery cart fully inside but kept talking. "Real shame. He was a good one. Helped me fill out that tax freeze form when my hands were acting crazy."

Javon managed a small smile. "That sounds like him."

The woman looked past him toward the upper stairs.

"You here to straighten up his place?"

"We're looking for paperwork."

"Then you ain't the first."

Everything in Javon went quiet.

"What do you mean?"

Her lips thinned. "This morning. Maybe six, six-thirty. Two men came up saying they were from property management. One had a clipboard, the other had one of them ring key things. I asked what emergency sends management out before the sun. He said water leak. I told him water don't wear leather gloves."

Selah took one step closer.

"Did they go into Micah's apartment?"

"Sure did." The woman's eyes sharpened. "Stayed maybe twelve minutes. Too short for repairs. Too long for a mistake."

Javon felt his pulse in the back of his neck.

"Did you see their faces?"

"One of them. Broad man. Light eyes. Calm like a snake under a lamp."

Sloan.

He did not say the name aloud.

"Did they take anything out?"

"Didn't see it. I was calling my daughter so if something happened I wouldn't disappear politely."

Selah's gaze flicked to Javon's.

He looked back at the older woman. "Thank you. If anyone asks, we were never here."

That won him the smallest approving snort.

"Baby, in this building nobody sees a thing until it's time."

Up on the third floor, Micah's door stood shut. The lock showed no splintering, no sign of force. Whoever had gone in had expected to belong there.

Javon tried the knob.

Unlocked.

He looked at Selah once before pushing the door inward.

The apartment was quiet in a way that announced itself immediately.

Not empty. Disturbed.

At first glance the place still resembled Micah. Books stacked on the floor beside the couch. Community meeting flyers clipped to the side of the refrigerator with magnets from takeout spots. A pair of running shoes by the door. A half-dead plant on the windowsill stubbornly leaning toward light.

Then the details resolved.

The couch cushions had been lifted and replaced half an inch off center. Desk drawers sat closed but not flush. Kitchen cabinets were shut in the wrong order.

Framed photographs tilted just slightly, as if somebody had checked behind them and been too impatient to restore the angle.

Selah exhaled slowly.

"They searched it."

Javon moved through the apartment without touching anything at first.

This kind of search told on itself to people who understood systems. Whoever had done it was looking for paper small enough to conceal, drives light enough to pocket, maybe a notebook, maybe keys. Not electronics wholesale. Not cash. Not grief souvenirs. Specific items. Fast.

He stopped at the desk.

Micah's laptop sat open but dark.

Javon pressed the power button.

Nothing.

He turned it slightly and found the reason at once.

The hard drive bay plate hung open by one loose screw. The drive itself was gone.

"Selah."

She came around the desk and saw it.

"Damn."

"They knew what they wanted."

"Or they knew what he used."

He opened the top desk drawer. Pens. envelopes. A church bulletin. A phone charger tangled around a small brass key. The bottom drawer held receipt books, voter registration forms, and a stack of printed zoning maps with three blocks circled in blue marker.

Selah picked up the bulletin.

"Groundbreaking tomorrow," she read quietly. "East Archer Revitalization Corridor."

Javon took it from her.

At the bottom, beneath the sponsor logos, sat three names in clean corporate type:

City Council Office of Julian Rook

Cross Civic Foundation

Mercy Community Restoration Council

"There it is," Selah said.

"There what is?"

"Their victory lap."

He set the bulletin aside and moved toward the bedroom.

The closet was worse. Shoe boxes opened. Winter coats pulled halfway off hangers. A lockbox on the top shelf forced open, empty except for a packet of silica gel and one bent paper clip.

Micah had expected the possibility of theft. He had not expected speed.

Selah stood in the doorway while Javon searched the room with increasing precision and decreasing patience.

"Anything?"

"Depends whether you count arrogance."

He crouched at the bed, checked beneath it, then under the nightstand. Dust arcs showed where something rectangular had recently been dragged out and removed.

On the dresser sat a framed photograph facedown.

Javon turned it over and went still.

It was old enough that both of them looked younger by faith rather than fact. Micah stood in the middle, grinning, one arm around Javon's shoulders and one around Selah's waist at some neighborhood fundraiser long before anybody in the picture knew how expensive adulthood would become.

Selah's voice changed when she saw it.

"He kept that?"

"Apparently."

"He used to say we were both too stubborn to die ordinary."

Javon set the picture back more carefully than he had found it.

"He also used to believe a plan could save anybody."

"Sometimes it can."

"Sometimes it just gives you a more organized disaster."

Selah looked at him for a long moment.

"You don't actually believe that."

"No," he said, searching the dresser drawer again. "I just say it when the dead start sounding smarter than me."

That earned him silence instead of argument. He appreciated it more than he should have.

In the kitchen he found a legal pad tucked beside the refrigerator, first half used for grocery lists and phone numbers, back pages torn out. In the trash under the sink sat coffee grounds, a takeout container, two envelopes, and one strip of shredded paper too thick for junk mail.

He pulled the strip free and flattened it against the counter.

...ANKLIN BLDG STE 1204

Franklin Building, Suite 1204.

The same address as CBR Holdings.

"They missed one," he said.

Selah came beside him.

"Can we get anything off that?"

"Enough to confirm Micah was tracking the address on paper, not just in his head."

She looked around the kitchen, at the refrigerator magnets and the grocery list and the cereal bowl still in the drying rack beside the sink.

"Whoever came in here knew how to touch a life without respecting it."

Javon did not answer because he was suddenly too busy managing his own breathing.

This was the first place Micah had ever rented without a roommate. The first place he had bragged about paying for with money that wasn't late and furniture that matched on purpose. Javon had meant to come see it when things slowed down in D.C.

Things never slowed down.

Selah's voice softened.

"Javon."

He put both hands on the counter and looked at nothing.

"I'm fine."

"No, you're functioning."

"Today that's the same thing."

She did not challenge that. Instead she crossed the kitchen and opened the freezer.

"Why are you looking there?" he asked.

"Because Micah liked bad hiding places that felt clever."

She lifted the bag of frozen peas, then the ice tray, then a loaf of bread wrapped in plastic. Underneath sat a folded Ziplock bag with a church donation envelope inside it.

Javon straightened.

Selah held it up between two fingers.

"Told you."

Inside the envelope was not cash but a flash drive and a sticky note.

The note read:

If they search obvious, let them.

Micah

For the first time all day, something close to real laughter hit Javon in the chest. It was brief and cracked in the middle, but it was there.

"He impossible'd his way into adulthood," Selah said, and now she was smiling too, grief sitting right beside it.

Javon took the flash drive carefully.

"We do not plug this into anything connected to the internet."

"You really do turn romantic over storage protocols."

"This isn't a joke."

"I know." She nodded toward the drive. "Neither is that."

He slid the flash drive into the inside pocket of his coat.

"We need a clean machine."

"I have an offline laptop at the studio."

"You just said someone may have watched your studio."

"I said someone may have watched outside it. The offline machine never touches the network."

He thought through the risks and hated that the answer might still be yes.

"Fine," he said. "But before we go there, I want one more sweep."

They searched the apartment again, more carefully this time.

In the bedroom closet Javon found an empty file folder labeled TAX SALE HEARINGS.

In the bathroom medicine cabinet, nothing.

In the hall closet, campaign signs from Micah's community canvassing work and one duffel bag full of old protest T-shirts.

At the desk, under a blotter, Selah found a folded sheet of notebook paper with three words written in Micah's fast slant:

Bell isn't final.

"What does that mean?" she asked.

"Could mean Tremaine Bell is a middleman. Could mean Micah thought Bell answered to somebody else."

"Do you?"

Javon looked at the paper. "Nobody this careful builds the machine just to let his name sit at the edge of it."

From the stairwell came the sound of footsteps.

Both of them went still.

Not one person. Weightier than that. Deliberate.

Javon lifted a hand for silence.

The steps climbed to the landing and stopped outside the apartment door.

Selah's eyes widened by the smallest margin.

Javon set the notebook page down and moved soundlessly toward the entryway, every nerve going bright.

A shadow crossed beneath the door.

Then a knuckle rapped twice against the wood.

Not police.

Too patient.

Javon looked back at Selah once.

Her hand had already slid into her coat pocket, probably for the recorder or the small can of pepper spray he had once mocked her for carrying everywhere.

The knock came again.

"Micah?" a male voice called through the door. "You in there?"

Javon did not answer.

The voice waited two seconds, then tried once more.

"Building manager. Need to check the kitchen line."

Selah mouthed, Manager?

Javon shook his head.

They stood in the held breath before decision.

Then the doorknob turned.

Slowly.

Carefully enough to confirm what Javon already knew.

Whoever was on the other side did not want noise. Noise made witnesses. Noise complicated lies.

Javon moved fast, but not wild.

He crossed the small entry space in three silent steps and set his palm flat against the wood just above the lock, keeping pressure on the door without giving away resistance from the other side. The knob tested once, then again.

Selah pointed toward the kitchen.

Fire escape.

He nodded.

The knob twisted harder.

"Micah?" the voice called again, a little less patient now.

Javon leaned close to the door and dropped his tone half an octave.

"Wrong apartment."

Silence.

Then, from the hall, a second voice. Lower. Closer.

"Open it."

Javon did not give himself time to think about what that meant. He stepped back from the door, caught Selah's wrist lightly, and moved.

The kitchen window was painted shut along the lower track, but only lazily. He braced one hand against the frame, lifted with the other, and felt the seal crack.

Behind them came the soft metallic scrape of a key against the lock.

"Move," he whispered.

Selah shoved the window fully up and climbed onto the sink counter without argument. The fire escape landing sat just outside, black metal slick with old rain. She swung one leg through, then the other, coat catching briefly on the latch before she freed it with one hard tug.

Javon passed the legal pad, then the folded notebook page, then followed her out just as the apartment door opened inside.

From the landing they could hear the entryway floorboard complain beneath a man's weight.

"Kitchen," somebody said.

Javon pulled the window down as far as it would go without slamming it and guided Selah toward the stairs.

The metal steps shuddered under their combined weight.

"Careful."

"I'm trying not to die loud," she whispered back.

That would have been funny under almost any other circumstance.

They made the first flight, then the second, spiraling down the back of the building into a narrow service alley lined with trash bins and oil-stained concrete. The rain had stopped but left the ground shining. Somewhere out front a bus exhaled at the curb and pulled away.

Above them, the kitchen window scraped up again.

Javon did not look back until he and Selah had pressed themselves into the shadow beside a dented dumpster at the alley mouth.

Two men stood at the window landing.

One was broad across the shoulders, coat dark, movements economical.

Even from below, Javon knew the shape of Derrick Sloan.

Light from the street caught one side of Sloan's face and flashed against pale eyes gone flat with annoyance.

He was not dressed like management.

He looked down into the alley, scanning.

Javon kept one hand lightly at the center of Selah's back to steady her and because some older part of him had decided touching meant anchoring.

Sloan's gaze moved past them once, returned, then slid on.

Either the shadow held or God had chosen a side for thirty useful seconds.

The second man at the window said, "Door was unlocked when we came earlier."

Earlier.

So the woman downstairs had been right.

Sloan answered too quietly for the full sentence to carry, but Javon caught the important part.

"...not empty-handed."

Selah looked up at him.

He nodded once.

They knew.

Not what had been taken. Not by whom. But enough to hunt.

Javon waited until the men disappeared back into the apartment before he moved.

"My car's out front," Selah breathed.

"Too visible."

"Your car is across the street from the building. That's not invisible either."

She had a point. Irritating woman.

"We split the block and meet at the lot behind Sanders Pharmacy in five minutes."

"No."

He blinked at her. "No?"

"Absolutely not. The last time people separated us, Micah died and we both spent a year being idiots before breakfast." Her jaw set. "We move together."

For one wild moment, in the alley behind his dead brother's apartment with a flash drive in his coat and danger ten feet overhead, Javon nearly kissed her just for sounding like that.

Instead he said, "Fine. Together."

They cut through the alley, came out on Norwood one block over, and kept walking without hurrying. That was the trick in cities. Running made meaning. Calm denied it.

A delivery truck rattled past. Two teenagers argued over a phone outside the corner store. A man in paint-splattered work pants smoked by the laundromat and watched traffic instead of people. Ordinary life went on in insulting abundance.

When they reached Sanders Pharmacy, Selah's sedan sat alone in the rear lot beneath a flickering security lamp.

She unlocked it from twenty feet away.

"You drive," she said, tossing him the keys.

"You trust me with your transmission but not your studio."

"I trust you with machines. Men are the unreliable category."

He caught the keys and opened the driver's door.

Inside the car, the air still held the faint jasmine-citrus trace of her perfume over leather and paper. A stack of interview transcripts lay strapped into the back seat with a camera bag and an overnight tote. Selah lived like a person who expected to pivot at speed.

Javon checked the mirrors before pulling out.

They made three turns in silence.

On the fourth, Selah said quietly, "He was there."

"Sloan."

"You know him."

"By reputation. Ex-detective. Corporate fixer now."

"He was at the church the night Micah died. I saw him on the edge of the repast too."

"And this morning in Micah's apartment."

Selah rested her head back against the seat for one second, eyes closed.

"Okay."

"Okay?"

"That's me deciding fear is allowed but useless." She opened her eyes. "If Sloan's moving in daylight, this thing is bigger than dirty books."

"It was always bigger than dirty books."

"You know what I mean."

He did.

He turned left instead of right, circled the next block, then checked the mirror again.

Black sedan. Two cars back.

It held through the light.

Then through the turn.

Javon's grip tightened on the wheel.

"We have company."

Selah twisted in her seat just enough to look without announcing it.

"Same make as yesterday."

"You sure?"

"I write down details for a living."

He took the next right, then another, threading through side streets until the neighborhoods changed from small storefronts to office buildings and municipal concrete. The sedan stayed with them.

Not close.

Confident.

"They're not trying to spook us," Selah said.

"No. They're trying to teach us a rhythm."

"Can you lose them?"

"Probably." He checked the mirror again. "Question is whether we learn anything more if I don't."

Selah was quiet for two beats.

"My studio has underground parking and two exits."

"You trust the garage?"

"I trust my door more than the open street."

He weighed the choices and hated all of them evenly.

"We'll do one pass around the block first."

The studio sat in a renovated warehouse district where developers had discovered the visual value of exposed brick after pricing out the people who had given the brick history. Selah's office occupied the second floor of a building shared with a branding agency and a yoga space nobody used before noon.

Javon drove past once.

No obvious watchers at the entrance. No idling cars in the loading zone. No one on the sidewalk except a woman walking a long-haired dog in a raincoat that cost more than the average utility bill.

He took the next corner, doubled back, and pulled toward the garage entrance.

The black sedan rolled straight through the intersection behind them and kept going.

Not lost.

Satisfied.

"They wanted us to know they could," Selah said.

"Yes."
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