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The breakfast taco was excellent and the spreadsheet was lying.

Jess Okafor held the taco in her left hand and scrolled through the vendor payment reconciliation with her right and ate and read simultaneously in the way she had been doing everything simultaneously for eight months — with the focused, slightly chaotic efficiency of a woman who had a great deal to do and had long since stopped apologising for the volume of it.

The spreadsheet was lying about the southern corridor access agreement timeline. Someone had entered the completion date as the fifteenth when it was quite clearly the twenty-second, which meant either the file had been updated incorrectly by someone on the site team who did not understand what completing meant, or someone on the site team had optimistic tendencies and a loose relationship with calendar accuracy. Either way it was her problem now, which was fine. Her problems had a way of becoming solved in a reasonable time frame. She had a system.

She made a note on the physical notepad beside her keyboard because she was the kind of person who kept a physical notepad in an age of digital everything, because the physical notepad did not crash, did not require charging, and could be annotated with a force that expressed her feelings about a spreadsheet in a way that a keyboard cursor could not.

She ate the rest of the taco. She opened the third document.

The Austin morning was coming through the office windows in the specific, generous way it came through every morning — not the diffuse, apologetic light of a New York winter or the thick, coastal warmth of Charleston in September. Texas light arrived like it meant it. Like it had driven a long way and expected to be useful when it got there.

Eight months ago, when she had landed at Austin-Bergstrom at nine PM on a Tuesday in October with two suitcases and the precise blend of excitement and terror that characterised most of the best decisions she had made in her life, she had not known what to expect from the city. She had expected warmer. She had expected bigger. She had expected the particular energy of a place that had been discovered by everyone simultaneously and was handling it with varying degrees of grace.

What she had not expected was to find it, within approximately three weeks, deeply familiar in the specific way of a city that was exactly the size and speed of person she turned out to be.

Austin moved quickly and loudly and with great conviction about breakfast tacos, which was a city characteristic she had adopted fully and without apology. It had a music venue on every other corner and a development crane on every third one. It had a food culture that was sincere rather than performed and a community engagement quality that was — and she said this with genuine professional admiration — the most authentic she had encountered in any city she had worked in.

It suited her. She had made it suit her in the specific, deliberate way she made things hers — the flat in the South Congress district with the kitchen window that caught the afternoon light, the regular Tuesday walk along the creek trail, the breakfast taco cart outside the Calloway Capital building whose owner, a man named Eduardo, had memorised her order after the third visit and had it ready by the time she reached the front of the queue.

Eduardo knew her order. She knew the name of his dog. She had been to three Austin FC matches and understood approximately two thirds of what was happening in each of them. She had opinions about which coffee was the best on Sixth Street. She was, she had concluded somewhere around month five, at home.

This was the life she had moved cities for. This was what the senior operations role looked like from the inside — real, demanding, specifically good, entirely hers.

She was not going to think about the conference room.

The Calloway Capital Austin office occupied the fourth and fifth floors of a building on Congress Avenue, eight minutes’ walk from the taco cart and twelve from her flat. It had the particular quality of a space that was newer than its counterparts in New York and Charleston — not unbroken in, but not yet carrying the full weight of its accumulated decisions. The desks were organised by team rather than by hierarchy. The kitchen had a good coffee machine and the kind of plants that suggested someone had put thought into the office environment rather than simply put a cactus in a corner and called it maintained.

The conference room at the southern end of the floor had been in use since eight-fifteen.

She knew this because she had arrived at seven-fifteen — she always arrived at seven-fifteen, which was an hour before the official start and forty-five minutes before anyone else, because the first hour of the morning was the best hour for the kind of work that required full attention without the ambient noise of a team arriving around you. She had made her coffee, taken her seat, opened her three documents, and noted the conference room light was already on.

She had noted this and had not made anything of it, because noting things was her job and making something of the conference room light required information she did not have, and Jess Okafor was very careful about not making things of things she did not have enough information to make things of.

This was one of the disciplines she had developed in the last eight months. She had several.

Carmen Vega arrived at seven-thirty-two, which was slightly later than her usual seven-thirty because Carmen had learned that arriving exactly at seven-thirty meant she sometimes caught Jess in the middle of a complex reconciliation and the first four minutes of conversation were technically split between two audiences. Arriving at seven-thirty-two gave Jess the natural break between documents.

Carmen Vega was twenty-six and third-generation Austin and the kind of person whose presence made every room she entered more functional without her having to do anything specific to cause this. She worked community liaison — the specific, human, indispensable work of being the connection between a corporate development project and the actual people who lived in the places being developed. She was good at it in the way Jess was good at operations: not because she had learned a set of skills but because the work was simply the professional expression of who she already was.

She brought two coffees. This was their arrangement — Jess brought the first coffee from her own kitchen as she left the flat, Carmen brought the second coffee from the cart downstairs, and they met in the middle of the morning with the warm, efficient rhythm of a friendship that had been established early and had not required renegotiation since.

Carmen set the coffee down. She did not immediately say what she had to say, which told Jess she had something to say and was deciding how.

Jess saved the reconciliation document. She looked at her. “Tell me.”

Carmen sat in the chair beside Jess’s desk — the visitor chair that had become, over eight months, Carmen’s chair in the same unremarkable, domestic way that things became yours. “Redstone filed a competing bid.”

Jess was quiet for a moment. “For the southern corridor.”

“Yes.”

“When.”

“Yesterday afternoon. It was filed at the land authority at four-fifteen. Someone sent me a heads up this morning.”

Jess looked at the third document on her screen — the community consultation timeline with its incorrectly entered fifteenth. She thought about the southern corridor land section, which was the anchor of the Austin development plan, the section without which the corridor did not connect and the project did not complete. She thought about the work she and the team had put into the community engagement strategy over eight months — the stakeholder meetings, the neighbourhood consultations, the trust that had been built one honest conversation at a time in community centres and recreation halls and Eduardo’s taco cart.

She said: “That’s why the conference room has been occupied since eight-fifteen.”

“Marcus called the site legal team at seven-thirty,” Carmen said. “I think he was here before that.”

Jess looked at the conference room.

The light was still on.

She was not going to think about the fact that he had been in the building before seven-thirty. She was not going to think about what that meant in terms of how he had received the news and when and how it had sat with him through the hours between receiving it and right now. She was not going to think about Marcus Hale’s jaw at seven in the morning in a closed conference room managing the kind of information that would have sent most people’s systems into crisis.

She was not thinking about any of that.

“Has Rhett been told?” she said.

“I don’t know,” Carmen said. “I came straight here.”

“All right,” Jess said. She picked up her coffee. She drank it. She opened her laptop and pulled up the southern corridor land authority documentation — the full file, everything she had on the acquisition status and the community consultation progress and the legal position they were in.

She began reading with the focused, patient attention of a woman who needed to understand the full situation before any decision about it could be made.

Carmen watched her. “Are you worried?”

Jess read two more pages. “I’m working.”

“You always work when you’re worried,” Carmen said. She said it with the warm, observational accuracy of a person who had been sitting in the chair beside this desk for eight months and had stopped moderating her observations.

“That is an efficient response to worry,” Jess said.

Carmen drank her coffee. She looked at the conference room. She looked at Jess. She said: “He’s going to ask you to run point on this.”

Jess turned a page. “He’s going to ask the senior operations lead to run point on a time-sensitive land authority challenge. Yes.”

“He’s going to ask you specifically,” Carmen said. “Not the ops team. You.”

Jess was quiet for a moment. She looked at the page she had been reading. She looked at the conference room.

She said: “I’m aware of that.”

Carmen looked at her ceiling with the expression of a woman exercising significant restraint.

The conference room door opened at eight forty-seven.

She heard it rather than saw it — the specific sound of a door that had been closed for a long time opening into a space that had been managing around its closure. The quality of the office shifted in the slight, immediate way it always shifted when Marcus Hale moved through it. She did not fully understand this phenomenon. She had been unable to explain it to Della in approximately four hundred text messages over eight months, because explaining it required her to admit that she noticed it, and admitting that she noticed it required her to admit a great deal more.

She did not look up from her document.

She heard his footstep on the floor — the unhurried, ground-covering pace of a man who moved with the specific efficiency of someone for whom every movement served a purpose. She heard him stop.

She looked up.

Marcus Hale was standing in the centre of the Austin office floor at eight forty-seven in the morning with his jacket still on from whatever he had been doing at seven-thirty and his legal pad in his hand and the expression of a man who had been running numbers since before most of the city was awake and had arrived at a position.

He was thirty-five years old and he had the kind of face that did not give things away and the kind of jaw that — she was not finishing that thought. She had made a firm decision in approximately month two not to finish thoughts that began with the kind of jaw that and she was maintaining that decision.

Their eyes met across the open floor.

Eight months of managed distance compressed into one look. The awareness she had gotten very good at managing and had never once gotten any better at not having — the specific, warm, unwelcome, entirely inconvenient awareness of someone whose attention you had been carrying without asking for it and without knowing entirely what to do with it.

She held his gaze for one second. She kept her face exactly where it needed to be.

He said: “Okafor.”

The way he said her name. With the same direct, plain, entirely undecorated quality he gave to everything he said. Not calling her. Not requesting. Simply her name, said like a fact he was confirming.

Then: “My office. Now.”

She said, inside her own head, with the specific tone of a woman who had been managing this for eight months and had hoped, briefly and irrationally, that the management was going to be sufficient: Oh no.

She said, outside her own head, with the steady professional composure of a senior operations lead who did not allow her internal monologue to affect her external communication: “On my way.”

She closed her laptop. She picked up her notebook. She stood up.

Carmen, beside her, did not say anything. She simply looked at her coffee cup with the focused attention of a woman who was choosing, very deliberately, not to look pleased about anything at all.

She was clearly extremely pleased about several things.

Jess walked across the Austin office floor toward Marcus’s office with the notebook under her arm and the coffee in her hand and the particular, quiet, specific dread of someone who understood — with the bone-deep clarity of a person who had been paying attention for eight months — that something had just started moving.

Something that had been building since October.

Something she had been very carefully, very professionally, very successfully not-naming.

And now Marcus Hale had called her name across an open floor at eight forty-seven in the morning with a Redstone Partners filing and a legal team meeting behind him and a look in his eyes that was the same look she had been managing since the day she arrived in this city.

She pushed open his office door.

She sat down.

He closed it.
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Marcus’s office was the kind of office that told you things about a person before they said a word.

Not because it was expensively furnished — it was not, particularly. The desk was large and functional, the kind that had been chosen because it was the right size for the work rather than to make an impression. The chair was good quality but not ostentatious. The bookshelves along the left wall had actual books on them rather than decorative objects, and the books were organised by subject rather than colour, which was the organisational choice of someone who used them rather than displayed them.

There was a legal pad on the desk. There was a glass of water. There was a laptop with three open tabs visible from where Jess sat and a handwritten note clipped to the corner of the screen with a binder clip that she could not read from this distance and was not going to lean forward to read.

The window behind him showed the Austin morning — the Congress Avenue skyline, the construction cranes in the middle distance, the specific busy quality of a city that had already been awake for several hours and was making good use of the time.

He had been in this office since before seven-thirty. She knew this from Carmen and she also knew it from the quality of him — the settled, fully-inhabited alertness of a man who had been thinking for a long time and had arrived somewhere specific. He was not running the beginning of a problem. He was in the middle of one.

He looked at her when she sat down with the expression she had catalogued approximately two hundred and forty times in eight months and still had not fully decoded. Not cold. Not distant. The particular, focused stillness of someone whose attention was complete and who did not spend it carelessly.

He picked up his legal pad. He said: “Redstone Partners.”

She said: “Yes.” Not I heard. Not Carmen told me. Just the confirmation that she was in the conversation and ready for it. This was one of the things she and Marcus had developed without discussing — the specific shorthand of two people who had been working in close proximity for eight months and had learned each other’s conversational rhythms the way you learned a route you walked every day.

He said: “They filed a competing bid at four-fifteen yesterday. The land authority confirmed receipt at close of business. The bid is for the entire southern corridor section — the anchor parcel.”

She was quiet. The southern corridor anchor parcel was not one of several important sections. It was the section. Without it, the development corridor did not connect. The residential and commercial zones in the northern section became a self-contained development with no waterfront access, which was the central selling point of the entire Austin project. Without the anchor parcel, the project was commercially diminished by approximately forty percent.

She had known this since week two in Austin. She suspected he had known it before he arrived.

“Is the bid legally sound?” she said.

“Our legal team reviewed it this morning. It is properly filed, correctly supported, and within the competitive bid parameters for this land category.” He looked at the legal pad. “There is no procedural ground to challenge it.”

“Timeline,” she said.

“The land authority review is in three weeks,” he said. “Both bids will be assessed at that review. The authority will make its decision based on which development plan better serves the southern corridor’s community and commercial interests.”

She turned this over in her head. Three weeks. The land authority review. The assessment criteria — community benefit and commercial viability weighed against each other, the specific balance that determined outcomes in competitive development bids.

“What does Redstone’s plan look like?” she said.

“Commercially strong,” he said, without any attempt to minimise it, which was characteristic and which she noted. He did not manage information to make situations easier. He gave it clean. “Higher immediate revenue projection than ours. Denser development footprint. Their community benefit case is thin — they have a standard public green space provision and some retail unit promises. Nothing specific to this neighbourhood.”

“And ours?”

“Ours has eight months of community engagement, a genuine heritage integration model in the northern section, and documented stakeholder relationships with eleven neighbourhood groups.” He paused. “What we do not have is a completed formal consultation process. We have relationships. We do not yet have the signed stakeholder agreements that would demonstrate to the land authority that the community preference is documented and verified.”

She understood where this was going.

She said: “How many stakeholder agreements are outstanding?”

He looked at the legal pad. “Twenty-three formal agreements. We have seven signed. The remaining sixteen are at various stages — some are in principle, some have had initial conversations, some require a second meeting before they’re ready to sign.”

“Sixteen outstanding agreements in three weeks.”

“The community consultation accelerator,” he said. “I need you to run it. Fast-track the outstanding stakeholder agreements. Prioritise by influence — the neighbourhood associations with the most weight in the land authority’s community assessment should be first.” He held her gaze. “If we can demonstrate community preference for Calloway Capital before the review date, we have a strong case.”

She looked at him. “The community consultation process as planned was a twelve-week programme.”

“Yes,” he said.

“The review date is in three weeks.”

“Yes.”

“That is a twelve-week timeline compressed into three.”

“I know,” he said. He said it the same way he said everything — without apology, without softening, with the specific directness of a man who found honesty more useful than comfort in every professional context.

She sat with this for a moment. Twelve weeks into three. She thought about the sixteen outstanding stakeholder agreements. She thought about the stakeholders themselves — the neighbourhood associations, the community groups, the local business owners who had been in various stages of the consultation process. She thought about Carmen, who knew every single one of them personally. She thought about the specific, human work of building trust quickly with people who had good reasons to be cautious about development companies and who would not sign anything simply because someone was in a hurry.

She said: “You want me to do it in two. You’ll need the third week for legal preparation.”

She said it flatly. Not as a question. Because she had gotten very good, in eight months, at reading what Marcus Hale meant when he was building toward something and had not arrived at the last sentence yet.

He did not look away. He did not rush to fill the silence she had created. He simply looked at her with the expression that had been making her career decisions more complicated than they had any right to be — steady, direct, completely certain. The expression of a man who had been watching her work for eight months and who had formed, on the basis of that watching, a very specific view of what she was capable of.

“Yes,” he said.

She stared at him.

She stared at him with the particular quality of staring that communicated several things simultaneously: that she understood what was being asked, that she was doing the mathematics of it in real time, that the mathematics was not looking straightforward, and that she was angry about the mathematics in a focused, professional way that had nothing to do with him specifically and everything to do with the situation generally.

He looked back.

Neither of them blinked.

This was, she had found, the specific quality of her professional relationship with Marcus Hale across eight months and approximately four hundred text messages to Della in which she had described variations of this exact dynamic. He asked her for difficult things with the complete certainty of a man who had assessed the situation and concluded she could do them. She was furious about the asking. She was also, infuriatingly, unable to argue with the assessment, because she had spent eight months being exactly as good as he thought she was and she was not about to stop being that now simply because the timeline was unreasonable.

“The sixteen stakeholders,” she said. “I need Carmen.”

“You have Carmen.”

“I need her full time. Not split between this and the northern section engagement work.”

“Done.”

“I need direct access to the site legal team for any agreement language queries. No queue.”

“You’ll have my direct line.” He said it plainly. “Anything you need that requires legal sign-off, you come to me first.”

She wrote this in her notebook. She wrote it with the force she used when she was annotating incorrect spreadsheet entries — the expression of the force being, in this instance, directed at the situation rather than at the man across the desk who had created it. She was making a clear distinction.

“Budget,” she said. “Some of these stakeholders
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