
Table of Contents

We Built Our Own Sky (Beyond Binary Books, #40)

Chapter 1 – The Rooftop Nobody Wanted

Chapter 2 – Opposite Blueprints

Chapter 3 – Cracks in the Walls

Chapter 4 – Rain on the Roof

Chapter 5 – What We Never Had

Chapter 6 – The View Above the City

Chapter 7 – Almost Touching

Chapter 8 – Demolition Notice

Chapter 9 – Falling Distance

Chapter 10 – Building Against Time

Chapter 11 – The Night of Lights

Chapter 12 – We Built Our Own Sky

Chapter 13 – Epilogue: Higher Than Before

Sign up for Mitch Miller's Mailing List


We Built Our Own Sky

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Rooftop Nobody Wanted
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Athena Vale hated wasted space.

She stood at the edge of the vacant lot with one hand wrapped around a paper coffee cup gone lukewarm, staring up at the six-story brick building like it had personally insulted her. Its windows were patched with plywood. Rust streaked the fire escape like dried blood. Ivy crawled through cracks in the mortar. The faded mural painted across the side wall—sunflowers, children, clouds—had peeled into ghostly shapes.

And on top of it all sat the rooftop structure she’d been sent to inspect.

A squat glass-and-metal addition that looked as though someone had balanced a greenhouse on the building decades ago and then forgotten it existed.

The city records called it an “unauthorized community annex.”

Her firm called it a liability.

Athena called it a mess.

She checked the time on her watch. 8:02 a.m.

The email from her supervisor had been brief.

Need preliminary demolition feasibility report by Friday. Client wants fast turnaround. Building likely unsalvageable. Be practical.

Be practical.

That was always the instruction.

Athena had built a career on practicality. At thirty-two, she was one of the youngest senior project leads at Mercer & Howe Urban Design. She wore tailored coats, answered emails within minutes, and could look at a structure once and estimate the cost of restoring it within five percent accuracy.

She also hadn’t slept more than five consecutive hours in three years.

But the insomnia was productive, so no one complained.

She took one last sip of terrible coffee and crossed the lot toward the entrance.

The front door was painted turquoise beneath layers of graffiti. Someone had taped handwritten notices to the glass.

Free tutoring Tuesdays
Community Pantry 4–6 PM
Dance Class Returns in Spring!
Roof Garden Volunteers Needed
Returns.

Needed.

The optimism irritated her.

She reached for the handle.

The door swung inward before she touched it.

A man stepped out carrying two buckets of paint and nearly collided with her.

He caught both buckets before they tipped, then looked up sharply.

He was taller than her by at least half a head, broad-shouldered, wearing worn jeans splattered with white primer and a gray thermal shirt pushed to his elbows. Dark hair fell over his forehead. His jaw carried the rough shadow of someone who forgot to care about shaving. There was paint on one cheekbone.

His eyes—dark, direct, annoyingly alert—moved over her polished boots, camel coat, leather portfolio.

Then back to her face.

“You planning to sue the building,” he asked, “or just glare at it until it collapses?”

Athena blinked once.

“I’m here for an inspection.”

“Of course you are.”

He shifted the buckets to one hand and held out the other.

“Carlos Navarro.”

She looked at his paint-smeared hand, then shook it anyway.

“Athena Vale.”

His grip was warm, firm, and brief.

“Architect?” he guessed.

“Consultant.”

“Same thing with better billing rates.”

“I’m sure you’re very familiar with invoices.”

A grin flashed unexpectedly across his face.

“Oh, she bites.”

Athena withdrew her hand.

“Can I get inside?”

Carlos stepped aside with theatrical generosity.

“Be my guest. Though I should warn you—the terrifying menace of folding chairs and donated books lies within.”

She entered without responding.

The lobby smelled like dust, detergent, and fresh bread.

Someone had set up shelves along one wall stocked with canned goods and dry pasta. A corkboard overflowed with flyers. A row of mismatched children’s shoes sat near the radiator. Down the hall came the sound of laughter and a radio playing old salsa music.

Athena paused.

This was not abandoned.

Run-down, yes. Improvised, certainly. But alive.

Carlos noticed her expression.

“Disappointed?”

“I’m assessing structural conditions, not atmosphere.”

“Mm-hm.”

He passed her and headed down the hall. She followed despite herself.

The first room had once been an office and was now a classroom. Tiny desks, bright posters, whiteboard covered in multiplication tables. The second room held shelves of donated clothing sorted by size. The third had folding tables where three older women kneaded dough while arguing cheerfully in Spanish.

One of them pointed at Carlos with a floury finger.

“You’re late.”

“I’m eight minutes late.”

“That is late.”

Carlos pointed toward Athena.

“Blame city bureaucracy.”

All three women looked at Athena with immediate suspicion.

She straightened.

“I’m not city bureaucracy.”

Carlos leaned toward the nearest woman and said loudly, “She says she’s not.”

The women laughed.

Athena did not.

They continued upstairs.

Each landing showed signs of repair done with limited money and unlimited determination: patched plaster, hand-painted railings, mismatched tiles. Nothing matched. Everything functioned.

On the fifth floor, Carlos pushed open a steel door leading to the roof.

Cold morning air hit her face.

Athena stepped out and stopped.

The rooftop stretched wider than she expected, bordered by raised garden beds made from reclaimed wood. Winter herbs pushed through dark soil. Strings of lights crisscrossed overhead. Murals covered the utility walls—stars, birds, city skylines. In one corner stood the glass annex she’d seen from below.

Children’s laughter drifted from inside it.

Carlos watched her reaction.

“Well?”

She recovered quickly.

“The load distribution on these planters is questionable.”

He barked a laugh.

“You looked amazed for one full second.”

“You imagined it.”

“Didn’t.”

Athena ignored him and walked toward the annex.

Its frame was old but sturdy steel. Windows needed replacing. Sealant had failed in multiple seams. But the bones—

She frowned.

The bones were good.

Inside, sunlight poured across wooden floors. Tables were stacked with art supplies, books, seed trays, and boxes labeled WINTER COATS. One side had been converted into a small studio with mirrors and a barre. Another corner held computers older than some interns at her firm.

Two children sat drawing at a table supervised by a woman in her sixties wearing purple sneakers.

She looked up.

“Carlos, are you harassing professionals again?”

“Only the expensive ones.”

The woman smiled at Athena.

“I’m Mrs. Alvarez.”

“Athena Vale.”

“You here to help us?”

Athena hesitated.

“I’m here to inspect the structure.”

Mrs. Alvarez’s smile dimmed only slightly.

“Ah.”

Carlos moved to fix a loose hinge on a cabinet.

“She’s here to decide if the big bad rooftop is dangerous.”

Athena set down her portfolio and pulled out a laser measure.

“If this building is condemned, it will be because of deferred maintenance, unauthorized modifications, and code violations.”

Carlos didn’t look up.

“Funny how lack of money causes all three.”

The comment landed harder than she expected.

She measured beam spans, photographed corrosion points, checked joist depth, noted water intrusion along the north wall.

But everywhere she turned, evidence of use interrupted her sterile checklist.

A child’s watercolor clipped to a beam.

A shelf of bilingual novels.

A jar labeled Seeds for Spring.

A schedule board listing grief counseling on Thursdays.

Who put grief counseling on a rooftop?

Who built hope out of scrap wood and volunteer labor?

Athena disliked questions she couldn’t quantify.

Carlos climbed a ladder to inspect a leaking vent.

“You gonna stand there judging the ceiling,” he called down, “or hand me the wrench?”

“I’m not your assistant.”

“No, assistants are usually friendlier.”

She found the wrench anyway and handed it up.

Their fingers brushed.

Ridiculous that she noticed.

“Thank you,” he said.

His tone had changed—less teasing, more sincere.

She stepped back.

“You should secure the ladder properly.”

“You worried about me?”

“I’m worried about liability.”

“Still counts.”

She almost smiled and hated that too.

By noon she had enough notes for a preliminary report.

Objectively, the structure needed serious work. Roof membrane replacement. Electrical overhaul. Window resealing. Reinforcement in two sections.

Also objectively, demolition would be cheaper.

That was the calculation firms like Mercer & Howe loved.

Cheaper now.

Costlier later in ways spreadsheets never measured.

Carlos descended the ladder and wiped his hands on a rag.

“So,” he said. “How dead are we?”

Athena closed her portfolio.

“I haven’t finalized anything.”

“That bad?”

“That undecided.”

He studied her for a moment.

Most people looked away from Athena when she went cool and professional. Carlos seemed to lean closer to it, as if testing weather.

“You know what they’ll choose,” he said quietly.

She did.

Developers wanted the block. Luxury apartments had already crept into surrounding streets like mold with marketing budgets.

“They hired me for an assessment,” she said.

“Not a conscience?”

Something sharp moved through her chest.

“You don’t know anything about me.”

Carlos slung the rag over one shoulder.

“You’re right. I know you arrived expecting rubble. Then you found people.”

“That changes nothing.”

“It should.”

Before she could answer, one of the children ran over holding a drawing.

“Carlos! Look!”

He crouched instantly.

The boy thrust up a picture of the rooftop under a bright blue sky. Stick figures stood in the garden.

“That’s me,” the child said, pointing. “And that’s Mrs. Alvarez. And that’s you.”

Carlos nodded solemnly.

“Very handsome.”

The boy giggled and pointed to a taller figure in a long coat near the edge.

“And that’s the lady.”

Athena blinked.

The figure had severe straight lines for hair and arms folded like weapons.

Carlos looked at the drawing, then at her.

“Accurate.”

The boy frowned at her.

“Are you gonna break our roof?”

The room went still.

Athena opened her mouth.

No answer came.

Mrs. Alvarez crossed over gently.

“Mateo, give Ms. Vale some time.”

The boy nodded and ran off.

Athena gathered her things.

“I need to review the numbers.”

Carlos stood.

“Of course.”

His voice was unreadable now.

She headed for the door, anger rising for reasons she couldn’t name.

At the threshold she glanced back once.

Carlos was helping the children tape their drawings to the wall.

Sunlight cut through the old glass, catching dust motes like stars.

He looked up and caught her watching.

Neither smiled.

Athena left.



Back on the street, the city felt louder than before.

Cars honked. A bus sighed at the curb. Someone shouted into a phone across the avenue.

She stood beside her sleek sedan and looked up at the rooftop hidden from view.

The report in her bag would shape what happened next.

Demolish.

Restore.

Replace.

Preserve.

Words that sounded technical and clean.

None of them mentioned children’s drawings.

Her phone buzzed.

MARCUS MERCER.

She answered.

“Tell me it’s worse than expected,” her boss said without greeting.

Athena looked at the building.

At the taped flyers on the door.

At a sunflower painted on brick, peeling but stubborn.

“It’s...” she began.

For the first time in years, practicality did not come easily.

“It’s complicated.”

There was a pause on the line.

Marcus laughed once.

“Buildings aren’t complicated, Athena. People are.”

She ended the call a minute later with promises of a report by Friday.

Then she got into her car, set her portfolio on the passenger seat, and sat motionless with the engine off.

Above her, somewhere she couldn’t see, laughter drifted down through open sky.
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