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Chapter 1
What the Storm Opened
Nia Hartwell knew the roof was failing before the plaster hit the seats.
The sound came first, a low wooden complaint above the balcony that threaded itself beneath the rain hammering the theater. She stopped halfway down the center aisle and lifted one fist. Behind her, three emergency workers froze with coils of cable and plastic sheeting balanced against their shoulders.
Another groan rolled through the dark.
Then the ceiling opened.
Plaster crashed across rows G and H. Dust burst upward in a pale cloud, bright in the sweep of Luis Garner's flashlight. Water followed in a shining curtain.
"Everybody back," Nia ordered.
Her voice filled the Etta Mae Theater better than the old sound system had in years. The workers retreated toward the lobby. Luis caught her elbow as a chunk of decorative molding struck the aisle where she had been standing.
Nia planted her boots and pulled free. Her rain gear fit the full sweep of her hips and the soft weight of her stomach without snagging on tools or asking her body to become smaller for the work. She widened her stance and pointed Luis toward the fire doors.
"That was close enough for me," he said.
"It was too close for everybody. Get them behind the fire doors and count heads."
"Already did. Twice."
Luis was sixty-eight, narrow as a broomstick, and personally offended by emergencies that made him prove how competent he was. Rain ran off the brim of his Orioles cap. He pointed his flashlight toward the balcony.
"There is somebody up there."
Nia's lungs tightened. "You said the building was clear."
"It was when I called you. Then I called the number on the backstage board."
"What number?"
"The Cade Woodworks emergency line. Warren put it there after the 2018 roof repair. The call forwards to Andre now. I never replaced the card."
A battery work light flared above them.
A man stepped out of the balcony shadows with a timber brace held against one shoulder. He wore a soaked black T-shirt, work pants, and the expression Nia had once mistaken for calm. Now she knew better. Andre Cade went quiet when he was carrying too much and wanted no one to see the weight.
For a second, the theater vanished.
She saw him six years younger in the kitchen of their first apartment, barefoot, laughing, a streak of flour across his cheek because he had tried to make her birthday cake without a mixer. Then she saw the empty closet two months before their wedding. The returned key on the counter. The note that said only that he was sorry and had to go.
The balcony groaned again, and memory released her.
"Get down here," she said.
Andre's gaze moved over her face as if confirming every year between them. "I need thirty seconds."
"You have ten."
"Then stop using them."
He turned away.
Anger pushed heat through her wet clothes. It was so familiar that for one sick instant it felt like relief. Andre set the timber beneath the cracked lower chord of a roof truss. He used a short jack to take the load slowly, watching the wood rather than the tool. The complaint overhead changed pitch.
Nia knew that sound too. Pressure was shifting away from the split.
She hated that he had chosen the right place.
"Five seconds," she called.
He locked the brace, grabbed his work light, and came down the side stairs two at a time. He had filled out since she last saw him. His shoulders were broader, his beard fuller, and a pale scar cut through one eyebrow. None of that unsettled her as much as the way he still moved through danger without wasting motion.
When he reached the aisle, he stopped outside touching distance.
"The west truss is split near the old sister joint," he said. "I gave it temporary support, but that balcony needs to stay empty."
"The whole auditorium stays empty until I say otherwise."
"Good."
That one word almost started a fight.
Nia looked past him at the new water damage. The rain had found a path through the opened roof, across the catwalk, and into the ornate plaster ceiling. Every drop seemed to strike something her team had fought to preserve. The velvet seats smelled damp already. Gold paint bled in thin lines down the balcony face. Onstage, the faded red curtain shifted in the draft like a wounded thing trying to breathe.
She forced herself to see load, line, access. Not loss. Not him.
"Luis, shut the fire doors. Nobody reenters without my approval. Tell the crew to move the pumps into the lobby, but keep every cord out of standing water."
"They know."
"Tell them again."
Luis gave her a look that said fear had made her bossy, which was unfair only because she was bossy when perfectly calm. He headed up the aisle.
Andre lifted his phone. "I took pictures before I set the brace."
"Send them."
"Same number?"
"No."
The lie came too fast. Her number had not changed. Neither had his, unless her old phone had been preserving the contact of a stranger for six years.
His face revealed nothing. "Give me the right one."
She recited it. His thumb moved across the screen, and her pocket vibrated almost immediately.
She did not check the images. "Who authorized you to enter?"
"Luis called. He said the roof opened and there were people inside."
"That is not authorization."
"No. It was information. I made a choice."
There it was. No apology offered, no permission requested. Andre could make three plain words feel like a hand placed against a locked door.
"You do not make choices on my site."
"Then call another carpenter."
Rain struck the roof hard enough to erase the silence between them.
Nia looked up toward the brace he had placed. She had already called four carpenters on the drive over. One was in Richmond. One had a crew booked through the month. Two had refused after hearing the words historic truss and active collapse. Her structural engineer could arrive at dawn, but the roof would not wait politely for daylight.
Andre watched her without asking what the silence meant. He had helped restore the theater with his father when he was nineteen, and his hands had already found weaknesses later repairs hid from her first view. His gaze moved from her face to the failing roof as if he expected her to argue with gravity rather than surrender the building.
"I need an assessment," she said.
"You need stabilization."
"I decide what I need."
His gaze dropped to the water curling around the toe of her boot. "Then decide somewhere dry."
He stepped past her without touching her and walked toward the lobby. Nia hated the small shiver that followed the warmth of his body through the cold aisle.
She hated even more that she followed him.
The lobby had become a wet command post beneath the painted gaze of Black performers whose portraits lined the walls. Etta Mae Holloway smiled from the largest frame, chin lifted beneath a crown of gardenias, as if a split roof was merely another audience that needed handling.
Nia spread the emergency floor plan across the concession counter. Luis set a rechargeable lantern beside it while the crew peeled off gloves and watched her.
"Nobody is calling this a total loss," she said.
One of the workers, a broad woman named Keisha, glanced toward the auditorium doors. "Nobody said that."
"You thought it loudly."
Keisha's mouth twitched. "I thought the building had an opinion."
"It does. Its opinion is that somebody neglected the west drainage run. That is not the same as wanting to die."
Andre came to the opposite side of the counter. Water gleamed in his beard. "The split is bad, but it is localized. If the next truss is sound, we can transfer the load and cover the opening before morning."
"We?"
"My crew is twenty minutes out."
Nia stared at him. "You called a crew before you knew I would hire you."
"I called a crew because the building was open to the sky. You can send them home."
"Why were they twenty minutes away?"
"We finished an overnight board-up at Dunbar Middle. Malik and Keisha were packing the truck when Luis called."
"And you expect me to pay a storm premium for people I did not request?"
"No."
That stopped her.
Andre planted both hands on the counter, not on her plans. He had always respected paper, whether it held a grocery list or a section drawing. "Tonight is mine if you do not hire me. If you do, we write terms before regular work starts."
"Charity is not an argument for access."
"It is not charity. My father put six months into this roof."
The mention of Warren Cade softened something in Luis's face. It hardened Nia's spine.
Andre saw both reactions. "I am not asking you to forget anything. I am telling you I will keep the rain from taking more of the ceiling tonight. After that, you choose."
Nia wanted to dismiss him. She wanted the clean satisfaction of a door closing in his face after six years of wondering why he had closed one in hers.
Instead, the wind pushed against the front doors, and somewhere beyond the lobby, old wood cried beneath water it had never been built to hold.
She looked down at the plan.
"The center aisle is the only approved route," she said. "No one crosses beneath the west ceiling. Keisha controls power. Luis controls entry. I approve every placement before the load changes."
Andre nodded once. "Agreed."
"That was not the whole list."
"I remember your lists."
The crew became fascinated by their gloves.
Nia drew a thick line across the plan. "Your people stage here. We inspect the adjacent truss from the upper corridor, not the balcony. If I say stop, everybody stops."
"Including you."
"Do not test me tonight, Cade."
Something moved in his eyes. Not anger. Not amusement. Recognition, perhaps, sharpened by the use of his last name.
"I did not come to test you, Hartwell."
The old answering rhythm landed between them before either could avoid it.
Headlights swept across the lobby windows. A dark work van pulled to the curb, followed by a pickup carrying rolled tarps. Four people climbed out into the rain.
Andre straightened. "That is my crew."
"They sign in."
"Of course."
"And nobody asks why we know how to irritate each other."
Luis coughed into his hand.
Nia turned on him. "Did you have something to add?"
"Not if I want to keep these last good years."
Andre's laugh was quiet, roughened by exhaustion. It struck Nia below the ribs, in the exact place where memory had no respect for her.
She bent over the plan. "We have three hours before the worst band of rain reaches us."
Andre did not laugh again. He called his crew inside and gave them the route exactly as she had defined it. No embellishment. No softening. No suggestion that he shared her authority.
They moved.
The next hour became light, rope, timber, and shouted measurements. Nia took the upper corridor with Andre while Luis watched from the fire door. The air smelled of soaked dust and old velvet. They crawled to the inspection opening on hands and knees, keeping their weight above the masonry wall.
Before they reached the corridor, the emergency brace had to cross the auditorium.
Andre's crew rigged the timber between two low carts. Nia walked ahead with a flashlight, checking the floor line for fallen plaster and hidden water. A carved section of ceiling molding blocked the center aisle.
"We move it," Andre said.
"We document it first."
"Water is reaching the next row."
"Then Keisha redirects the pump while I take four photographs."
Keisha shifted the hose without waiting for Andre to look at her. Nia photographed the molding in place, marked its orientation with blue tape, and approved the move. Andre lifted one end with Malik. They carried it to padded seats in the dry east aisle.
"Thirty seconds," Nia said.
"Forty-five," Andre replied.
"You counted?"
"I remember your lists. I also remember your photographs."
The answer carried more history than the moment needed. Nia turned back to the route.
At row F, the left cart wheel caught in wet carpet. The timber tipped toward a seat back.
Andre planted one shoulder beneath it. Malik grabbed the far end. Nia moved the cart free, then checked the timber for a new split.
"Clean," she said.
Andre's breath came hard. "Can we continue?"
"Yes. Slowly."
They advanced beneath portraits of performers who had once crossed the same aisle in satin gowns and polished shoes. Rain dripped from the balcony. The building's history did not make the timber lighter. It made every careless impact more expensive.
At the brace point, Andre placed the base on a spreader plate while Nia checked the load path against her drawing. He read her corrections back before changing a position. She noticed the discipline and hated the relief it gave her.
When the brace stood, the cracked truss quieted by a degree. The sound was not safety. It was time purchased.
Only then did they climb toward the adjacent frame.
Andre angled his light into the dark.
The adjacent truss was sound.
Relief came so hard that Nia shut her eyes.
"Hey," Andre said, close enough that his breath touched her temple. "Stay with me."
Her eyes opened. "I am not the one who leaves."
Pain crossed his face without defense.
For one heartbeat, she regretted the strike. Then she remembered the apartment deposit, the declined fellowship, her mother's careful silence over Sunday dinner.
She shifted the light away from him. "We can transfer the load."
"Yes."
"Say the rest."
He studied the wood. "If we brace tonight and the main break has not traveled past the joint, the theater can be stabilized. Full use depends on what your engineer finds."
"And the fundraiser?"
"When is it?"
"Twelve days."
He turned his head.
She held his gaze. "That is the deadline."
"Nia."
"Do not tell me it is impossible until you have measured it."
He looked back into the roof cavity. Rain ticked against metal above them. His hand rested inches from hers on the dusty joist, broad and scarred and steady.
"I will measure it," he said.
It was not a promise to save the theater. It was not an apology for what he had done. It was only the first honest thing he could offer her in the dark.
For tonight, it had to hold.
Chapter 2
The Man Who Came Back
By four in the morning, Andre had learned three things.
The theater's west truss could hold until sunrise. Nia still drank coffee so sweet it smelled like burnt caramel. And six years had done nothing to blunt the instinct that made him look for her whenever the building groaned.
She stood onstage beneath the bare work lights, one hand cupped around a paper coffee cup while she checked the temporary-support measurements on her tablet. Dust silvered one shoulder of her raincoat. Her hair had been twisted into a knot at the start of the night. Now damp curls had escaped around her face.
Andre forced his attention to the brace beneath his hand.
"Two more turns," he told Malik.
His crew chief worked the jack handle while Andre watched the split. The timber above them settled by a fraction. No fresh cracking. No shift in the plaster line Nia had marked with blue tape.
"Hold," Andre said.
Malik stopped.
Andre tested the post, then stepped back. "Lock it there."
"Already locked."
"Check it again."
Malik gave him a long look. "Is this how the entire job is going to be?"
"If we get the job."
"We have spent five hours under a leaking roof. I feel employed."
Andre looked toward Nia. "That is not how she feels."
Malik followed his gaze and lowered his voice. "You want to explain why the architect keeps looking at you like the building fell because you personally offended it?"
"No."
"Good. I wanted to be sure the rain had not made you conversational."
Andre ignored him and crossed the stage.
Nia tapped through photographs with quick, exact movements. She had changed since he left. Her curves were fuller, and the rain-dark work clothes followed the lush line of her hips and belly in a way that made his body remember her before he gave it permission. Her stillness was harder earned. She carried authority differently now. At twenty-seven, she had sometimes spoken fast when people challenged her, piling facts on facts until no one could find room to interrupt. Tonight she let silence make other people uncomfortable.
He had been uncomfortable for five straight hours.
His phone showed three missed calls from the Norfolk hotel renovation. The site superintendent had expected Andre at six to review a lobby stair. Dawn was less than two hours away.
The Dunbar board-up should have ended at three thirty, leaving the crew time to return the rental lift and reach Norfolk before the review. Luis's call had turned that margin into another promise Andre could break if he treated distance like empty time.
Andre called from the theater wing.
"Tell me you are not still in Alderbridge," Marcia Bell said.
"I am still in Alderbridge. The Etta Mae roof opened."
"Your stair opens Monday."
"Malik can cover the hotel review by video. I will send him back after the west brace is stable."
Malik, passing with a drill case, stopped. "You will do what?"
Andre covered the phone. "Can you take the hotel review?"
"Yes. Better question before assigning me."
Andre uncovered the phone. "Malik agreed. We will not miss Monday."
Marcia exhaled. "You have one day. Send photographs of our stair before noon and do not turn somebody else's emergency into mine."
"Understood."
He ended the call.
Malik remained beside him. "If Nia hires us, this is not one day."
"I know."
"Hotel keeps four people working through next month."
"I know."
"You want to stop saying that and tell me the plan?"
Andre looked through the stage door at Nia. She was directing emergency crews beneath the roof he had helped his father repair. He wanted to stay for reasons that could bankrupt good judgment if he refused to name them.
"The plan is we stabilize tonight," he said. "If she offers the longer job, we review every active contract before I answer. You and Keisha are in the room."
Malik's expression eased. "That sounds almost responsible."
"Do not spread it around."
"I protect your reputation."
Andre sent Marcia the existing hotel files and added the call to his company notes. The choice to remain at Etta Mae already had a cost. Hiding that cost would turn care into another lie.
"The west support is locked," he said.
"Deflection?"
"Within the limit we set."
"The limit I set."
"Yes."
Her eyes lifted. "You do not have to agree with everything I say."
"I know."
"Then stop sounding agreeable."
"Would you prefer I lie?"
"I would prefer to know what you want."
He almost answered with the truth.
You.
The word rose so cleanly that it frightened him. Wanting her had never been the hard part. The hard part had been believing he could let her see every broken piece of his life without becoming another weight she had to carry.
He pointed toward the balcony. "I want to inspect the drain before we cover the opening."
Disappointment flickered across her face so quickly he might have imagined it.
"Why?" she asked.
"Water gathered too fast for one storm. If the drain failed, we need to know before the next band comes through."
"The roof membrane was replaced four years ago."
"I saw the invoice backstage."
"Of course you did."
"Luis put it under my nose."
"Luis thinks paper can solve anything if he hands it to the right woman."
"He handed it to me."
"Then tonight he was desperate."
Andre felt his mouth pull toward a smile and stopped it before she could accuse him of enjoying her. "We can reach the drain from the upper corridor if I lay crawl boards."
Nia considered the ceiling line. "We go together."
"It is safer with one person."
"You wrote the opposite rule an hour ago."
"I did not write anything."
"You said neither of us enters an unstable zone alone. I heard the rule. It counts."
He nodded. "Together, then."
She set down her empty cup. "Give me ten minutes to finish the photographs."
"Take fifteen."
Her eyes narrowed.
"You need food," he said.
"You are not responsible for feeding me."
"Malik brought breakfast. He has enough for everybody."
"What kind?"
Andre knew better than to smile now. "Egg sandwiches."
"From where?"
"Pearl's niece."
"Pearl's shop is closed."
"Her niece uses the kitchen for catering."
Nia looked toward the lobby. "I have eight minutes."
He walked away before wanting to care for her became something she could see.
Morning gathered slowly beyond the lobby windows, gray light revealing the storm's damage along Rosebrick Row. Water shone on the sidewalks. Leaves plastered the street. The Etta Mae marquee had lost two red letters, leaving OPEN YOUR HEART reduced to OPEN YOUR ART.
Luis stood under it, photographing the missing letters with personal outrage.
Across the street, a white SUV idled beside the curb.
Andre recognized the silver Voss Meridian emblem on its door.
He stepped beneath the awning. The SUV pulled away before he could see the driver. On the brick column near the theater entrance, someone had tucked a cream envelope behind the bronze cooperative plaque.
He took it inside and found Nia halfway through an egg sandwich.
"This was outside."
She read the return address and stopped chewing.
"You know what it is," he said.
Nia folded the sandwich wrapper. "Voss has been making offers."
"For the theater?"
"For the whole Row, one owner at a time. The cooperative owns the theater, so he cannot buy it from one frightened person. He can buy enough surrounding properties to choke it."
"How many accepted?"
"None yet."
"That is not what I asked."
She met his eyes. "Two owners requested contracts. The board delayed a vote until after the fundraiser."
He looked down at the envelope. "And if the fundraiser fails?"
"Voss gets a room full of frightened people and a storm-damaged theater at the center of his argument."
Nia picked up her sandwich again, but did not take another bite. "He says his regional partner can close quickly. He calls it relief."
"What do you call it?"
"A man checking whether grief has made the price low enough."
Andre remembered the white SUV waiting across the street before dawn. "Was that his vehicle?"
"One of them."
"It just left."
Her attention sharpened. "Did anyone get out?"
"Not while I was looking."
"Luis has cameras."
"We can ask him."
"After the roof."
Andre studied her. The order was right. The refusal to be distracted was pure Nia. Still, he could hear strain beneath it.
"The theater does not have to earn the right to survive in twelve days," he said.
"That is a lovely sentence. It is also false."
"It survived eighty years."
"And in twelve days, it needs to hold eight hundred people, raise enough money to keep the cooperative alive, and look strong enough that worried owners stop treating Voss like the only grown man with cash."
"How much do you need?"
"We need proof first. A full campaign number comes after the board meeting."
"And this contract?"
She touched the cream envelope with one finger. "Stays sealed until we have witnesses."
Andre should have expected that answer. Nia had always understood that truth needed more than being true. It needed to arrive intact, in the right room, where no one could pretend not to hear it.
"Ready for the drain?" he asked.
She wrapped the rest of her sandwich and put it in her coat pocket. "I have been ready."
They climbed to the upper corridor with Malik controlling the line from below. Andre laid two crawl boards across the safe points and tested each with his weight before Nia followed.
The roof cavity narrowed around them. Damp insulation pressed against the rafters. Every surface smelled of wet wood, tar, and the mineral bite of old plaster. Andre moved first with a work light clipped to his shoulder. Nia's palm landed once between his shoulder blades when a crawl board shifted.
The touch vanished immediately.
His body noticed anyway.
"You all right?" he asked.
"The board moved."
"I asked about you."
"Keep crawling, Cade."
He reached the drain pocket and swept his light across the membrane. Water had pooled in a shallow basin around the metal throat. Leaves and roof grit formed a dark ring at the edge.
"There," Nia said.
She had seen it too.
Fresh black sealant gleamed around the old drain beneath a film of rainwater. It had been spread thickly over the grate, then dusted with loose grit to disguise the patch. One edge had torn free when the water pressure rose.
Andre touched the material with the tip of his folding knife. It yielded softly.
"That is fresh," he said.
"How fresh?"
"Days, maybe a week. Not months."
Nia leaned closer, careful to keep her weight over the board. Her shoulder pressed against his arm. "The maintenance photos from last month showed this grate clear."
"You have them?"
"On the project drive."
He took out his phone and photographed the sealant from three angles. Then he turned on video, stated the date and location, and filmed Nia pointing out the intact older membrane beneath it.
"Do not remove anything yet," she said.
"I was not going to."
"I needed to hear it."
He put the knife away. "Then ask whenever you need to hear it."
Her gaze moved from the drain to his face. "You say that as if it should be simple."
"It should have been."
The roof creaked above them.
Andre checked the nearest rafter, then the crawl board. Nothing had shifted. Nia remained still beside him, close enough for him to feel her breathing.
"We need to clear enough of the grate to stop another backup," she said. "Without disturbing the sealant pattern."
"I can open the opposite half and bag everything that comes loose."
"Photograph each step."
"Yes."
"And we tell Luis before anyone else. The cooperative needs one message, not twelve rumors."
"Yes."
Her mouth tightened. "You are doing it again."
"Agreeing when you are right?"
"Making me wonder what you are not saying."
Andre looked at the fresh sealant. He could tell her about the white SUV. She already knew. He could tell her that the sight of deliberate damage had awakened an old, ugly need to handle the threat before it reached her. That was not useful. It was the same instinct that had helped ruin them.
So he chose the part that mattered now.
"I am saying whoever did this knew where the water would collect," he said. "They wanted failure that looked like weather."
Nia inhaled slowly.
"And I am saying I will not investigate around you," he continued. "Every photograph, every call, every name. You get it when I get it."
Her eyes searched his face for the hidden cost.
"Why?" she asked.
He could have said because it was her project. Because that was professional. Because whoever had touched the roof might come back.
Instead, he gave her the truth he could survive giving.
"Because I already know what silence cost you."
Nia looked away first.
Together they cleared half the drain, preserving the sealant and debris in separate bags. Water spun into the pipe with a hungry sound. The shallow pool began to shrink.
When they crawled back toward the corridor, daylight had strengthened through the inspection opening. Malik helped Nia off the last board, then pretended not to notice how quickly Andre followed.
Luis waited beside the fire door with his arms folded.
"Tell me something good," he said.
Nia held up the evidence bag. "The drain is working now."
Luis looked at the black sealant inside. "And the bad?"
"It may not have stopped working by accident."
His face went still.
Andre handed Nia his phone. The photographs were open, time stamped, and ready to send.
She looked from the screen to him.
"I want a written scope before your crew starts regular work," she said.
The words struck harder than they should have. "You are hiring us?"
"Emergency stabilization through the engineer's review. Anything beyond that depends on terms."
"Fair."
"You have not heard the terms."
"I heard enough to know you will write them."
Her chin lifted. "And sign them."
"If I can do the work honestly."
"That is the first term."
Andre took his phone back. Around them, the theater crew moved into the fragile morning, carrying timber, sheeting, pumps, and coffee. Nia walked toward the stage without checking whether he followed.
He did.
This time, he intended to make sure she knew it.
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