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He built cities for other people his entire life.

She protected the ground beneath them.

When the ground itself became dangerous,

they had to decide what they were willing to risk.

For the people who protect the ground

before anyone builds on it.

And for Marcus—

who left one room empty

for a reason he could not yet name.
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“The sun never knew how great it was until it struck the side of a building.”
— Louis Kahn
“And the heart never knew how strong it was until it found something worth rebuilding.”
— Unknown
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A U T H O R ’ S P R E F A C E
―――――― ★ ――――――
“Some things are not discovered when they are built. They are discovered when the ground beneath them refuses to lie.”

This story began with a question:

What happens when the person who knows how to build everything finally meets someone who refuses to let him build on anything false?

I wrote Nadia Osei because I believe there is a quiet kind of courage in people who choose the truth when the truth is inconvenient. I have known what it feels like to stand in a room where everyone wants the easier answer, the faster answer, the answer that protects the powerful — and still choose the one that is right.

Nadia is not fearless. She is simply unwilling to look away.

She represents the people who measure deeper, question harder, and understand that a strong foundation is not created by ignoring the cracks. It is created by having the courage to face them.

I wrote Marcus Webb because I have always been fascinated by the people who can create something extraordinary for the world while struggling to create something honest within themselves.

He is a man who understands structures, designs, and impossible projects. A man who can look at empty land and imagine what could exist there. But the hardest thing he has ever built is not a building.

It is trust.

Marcus is the kind of person who learned to survive by controlling every detail, every risk, every outcome. Until he meets someone who cannot be convinced by wealth, power, or beautiful promises — only by the truth underneath them.

And I wrote Broken Ground because I believe love is not about finding someone perfect.

It is about finding someone willing to rebuild.

This novel contains ambition, betrayal, environmental responsibility, hidden truths, and the dangerous space between what people show the world and what they carry inside. It contains a billionaire who has everything except the one thing he cannot purchase. It contains a woman who would rather lose an opportunity than lose herself.

It contains two people standing on uncertain ground and discovering that sometimes the strongest foundations are created from the places that were once broken.

Because every building begins below the surface.

Every person does too.

Read it slowly. Notice the quiet moments. Notice the conversations where the real battles happen. And when you reach the final pages — when the ground has been tested, the truth has been revealed, and two people finally understand what they have built together — I hope you feel what I felt while writing it:

––––––––
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That some foundations are not meant to hold only buildings.

Some are meant to hold a life.

―――― ★ ――――

With love and unfinished blueprints,
Sirk Mis
Manhattan, New York — 2026
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PROLOGUE
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Marcus Webb Foundation — Manhattan
October 3, 2027 — 6:12 p.m.
You need to understand something before I tell you how we got here.

People think buildings begin when the first piece of steel rises into the sky. They think the important moment is the opening ceremony, the photographs, the applause, the moment everyone can finally see what was created.

They are wrong.

A building begins much earlier.

It begins beneath the surface.

Before anyone sees the glass and stone, someone has to ask the questions nobody wants to answer. Someone has to measure the ground. Someone has to discover what is hidden there.

And sometimes what you find changes everything.

I learned that lesson from a man who could build anything.

Marcus Webb had spent his entire life creating things that lasted. Cities carried his name. Buildings carried his vision. People looked at him and saw certainty — the billionaire architect who always knew the next move, the man who could turn empty spaces into something extraordinary.

They never saw the parts of him that were unfinished.

The cracks he covered.

The foundations he never examined.

I was supposed to be the person who challenged his project.

The environmental compliance officer who told him the truth, even when the truth was expensive. The woman standing between his dream and the ground beneath it.

I did not expect him to listen.

I did not expect him to change.

And I definitely did not expect that the man who spent his life designing structures would become the person who taught me that some things cannot be engineered.

Trust cannot.

Love cannot.

A future cannot.

There were the reports that disappeared, the decisions made behind closed doors, the people who believed money could bury anything, and the moment when we had to decide whether protecting the truth was worth losing everything we had built.

There was the first time he looked at me not as an obstacle, but as someone he needed.

There was the night we stood in the unfinished building with nothing around us except concrete, dust, and the possibility of beginning again.

And there was the question neither of us wanted to ask:

If the foundation is broken, do you repair it?

Or do you walk away?

Marcus taught me that every structure tells a story.

The ground remembers what happened above it.

And so do people.

Let me take you back.

★ ★ ★

“Some foundations are not discovered when they are strong. They are discovered when they are tested.”
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CHAPTER 1
The Structural Report
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Brooklyn Waterfront, Permit Office, 120 Broadway

June 23, 2026 | 9:00 AM

MARCUS

★

The permit meeting was scheduled for 9:00 AM on June 23rd, 2026, in Conference Room B on the third floor of the NYC Department of City Planning building at 120 Broadway in Lower Manhattan. By 9:14 AM, Marcus Webb understood three critical things: the Brooklyn waterfront redevelopment project was in serious trouble, the compliance officer had already determined the outcome before anyone else had sat down, and nothing he said in the next hour would change her assessment. Marcus Webb, forty-three years old. Founding partner of Lightwork Architecture, established eight months ago in a 2,400-square-foot converted warehouse in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Before that: fifteen years with Damien Cross. He'd walked into hostile rooms before—rooms where the resistance was institutional. This room was different. Her name was Nadia Osei. She had the contamination assessment file open, and she'd been reading it before the meeting officially began. Marcus had been in the room for four minutes when he understood she had found what she came to find. 'The Greenfield Environmental Consulting survey,' she said, cutting across the preliminary chitchat. 'Section Four, subsurface assessment. Filed November 17th, 2024. Can someone tell me which firm conducted this survey and what the depth intervals were?' Chen, the city's project liaison, checked his briefing documents. 'Greenfield Environmental Consulting. They're registered out of an office on Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn. The depth intervals... Ten feet. Primary subsurface assessment was conducted to a depth of ten feet below grade.' Nadia Osei closed the file with deliberate care. Then she looked up. Found Marcus across the table with precision. 'Ten feet,' she said. 'The Brooklyn waterfront site has documented industrial history dating to 1952. Manufacturing operations that created subsurface contamination at depths of twelve to fourteen feet. Ten feet would not be sufficient.' She paused. 'The permit is blocked pending a complete re-survey conducted to a minimum depth of fifteen feet.' The silence that followed had weight. The meeting continued for eighteen more minutes. Nadia answered three follow-up questions with the same quality of direct professionalism. Not delivering findings—presenting facts. He walked out of 120 Broadway at 10:02 AM into June heat. Called Aria Cross from the sidewalk. 'Permit meeting. How bad?''Blocked. Re-survey required. Compliance officer found something in the environmental assessment.' A pause. Aria processing. 'What did she find?''Insufficient depth intervals. The original survey stopped at ten feet. She's saying the site requires assessment to fifteen feet minimum based on historical contamination.' He paused. 'She's right. I looked at the land-use history. Manufacturing operations in the 1950s-60s. That would create contamination at exactly the depths she's talking about.' Another pause. 'So the original survey was incomplete?''Or deliberately shallow.' Aria said, 'Then build faster than he moves.' She hung up. He didn't know then who 'he' was. Standing on the sidewalk at 10:02 AM on June 23rd, 2026, he understood that the next several months would require something from him that extended beyond the technical, beyond the professional, into the structural.

★  ★  ★


"The work does not stop because the institution has decided to create distance from it. The ground is always honest. We simply measure to the correct depth and stay with what we find."
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CHAPTER 2
Compliance
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Environmental Compliance Office, Red Hook, Van Brunt Street

June 23, 2026 | 10:34 AM

NADIA

★

The contamination assessment file had been wrong for six months before Nadia Osei read it completely. She knew this with the specificity that comes from nine years of environmental compliance work. A proper environmental survey has a particular pattern: consistent depth intervals, documented chain of custody, seasonal variables noted, geological context provided. The Greenfield survey had most of these elements. But the depth intervals were wrong. Nadia Osei, thirty-four years old. Senior Environmental Compliance Officer with NYDEP, based in the Red Hook office on Van Brunt Street, approximately 1.3 miles from the waterfront site. Columbia Law School graduate, 2014. Environmental law specialization. Nine years with NYDEP, beginning as junior officer in 2015. Born in Lagos, Nigeria in 1992. Moved to Brooklyn at age nine. Now lived in Park Slope, which put her approximately three miles from Red Hook. She had been reading the Greenfield survey since 6:47 AM. It was now 10:34 AM. She had read it four times—once quickly, once for methodology, once for depth intervals and contamination mapping, once more to verify against geological documentation. The survey was almost correct. Almost correct was the most dangerous kind of error in environmental compliance because it didn't announce itself. Almost correct looked professional. Almost correct would satisfy someone not paying complete attention. Nadia paid complete attention. The Greenfield survey assessed contamination to ten feet. The site's historical records—documented through property acquisition data, EPA regional files—indicated manufacturing operations between 1952 and 1968 created subsurface contamination at depths between twelve and fourteen feet. Manufacturing in that era generated lead, volatile organic compounds, heavy metals. These compounds didn't migrate upward through clay-dense Brooklyn geology. They stayed at depth. Ten feet would miss them entirely. She had delivered the assessment in plain language. Not a recommendation. A statement of fact. Now, at 10:34 AM, she was documenting her findings in formal record. She typed the details. Then she called her sister. Zara was in her third class at Columbia Architecture. She called back during break at 11:15 AM. 'Tell me something real,' Zara said. Nadia told her about the survey. The methodology. The depth intervals. The manufacturing history. The pattern. 'That's not carelessness,' Zara said when done. 'No,' Nadia agreed. 'That's deliberate.''Yes.' A long pause. 'Is there something else you're not saying?' Nadia waited one beat too long. 'There's a structural engineer,' she said. Zara understood immediately. 'What did he do?''He looked at me like he was trying to understand what had gone wrong in his calculations.''Did he know what had gone wrong?''Not yet. But he will. He's the kind of person who figures out what's broken.' Zara was quiet. 'And you're the kind of person who doesn't let broken things be fixed incorrectly.''No,' Nadia said. That evening she worked until 8:47 PM in the Red Hook office. Reading through the survey for a fifth time. Documenting every section needing re-examination. Building the complete picture of what incorrect depth intervals would have missed. Looking for pattern. Building the story of what had been done and why. Someone had used correct methodology but applied it to wrong depths. This meant someone knew correct methodology. This meant someone had made a choice. Almost correct is the choice to be almost honest when honest would have cost something.

★  ★  ★


"The work does not stop because the institution has decided to create distance from it. The ground is always honest. We simply measure to the correct depth and stay with what we find."
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CHAPTER 3
The Man Who Builds Things
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Lightwork Architecture, Williamsburg

June–July 2026

MARCUS

★

The work continues across months and years. The structures rise from honest ground. The people who build them do so with full attention, with complete technical precision, with the understanding that what they construct will hold weight—both structural and personal. They make choices based on truth, not convenience. They measure to the correct depth. They document everything. They refuse to accept almost-correct when correct is available.

In the Brooklyn neighborhood where this story unfolds, the specific geography matters. Red Hook sits at the southwestern tip of Brooklyn, bounded by water on two sides, connected to the rest of the borough through Van Brunt Street and Columbia Street. The waterfront has industrial history dating back to the nineteenth century—shipping, manufacturing, storage. By 2026, much of this history was being transformed. New development was arriving. Communities were fighting to ensure it was development that served them, not displaced them. The waterfront project that Marcus and Nadia find themselves navigating sits in the middle of this transformation.

The permitting process in New York City is complex. Environmental compliance is one layer. Structural engineering is another. Community board approval. City Planning approval. Department of Buildings approval. Multiple agencies, multiple perspectives, multiple requirements. The process exists because buildings affect people. What goes in the ground, how buildings stand, whether they're safe—these things matter. The professionals who enforce these requirements understand this. Nadia Osei is one of these professionals.

Marcus Webb is another kind of professional—one who designs buildings to be correct, structurally sound, honest in their relationship to the ground beneath them. When the ground is wrong, you have to fix the ground before the building can be right. This is not philosophy. It is structural fact. It is the kind of fact that determines whether buildings stand or fail.

Over the months that follow June 2026, both of them will be called to apply their professions in situations that extend beyond the technical. They will be asked to be precise in ways that cost them professionally. They will be required to measure to the correct depth even when measuring correctly reveals problems that would be easier to leave unmeasured. They will learn, through the work, what it means to build something true.

The third bedroom in the Baltimore house that Marcus has been restoring for four years will become the physical manifestation of what they are building together. It will be painted a color called First Light—warm amber, the color of early morning in a room with eastern exposure. It will hold her drafting table, her good chair, her work. It will be the room that was empty while he was building toward something he couldn't name, and once he understands what it's for, it will be finished in a weekend because every decision will follow from that understanding.

The waterfront building will rise from correctly assessed ground. It will have windows that move with the rhythm of the harbor, designed with the technical precision of someone who understands structural load and the aesthetic precision of someone who understands that architecture is not separate from the life that happens in and around it. A three-year-old will draw a line that changes everything about how the building faces the water. This will not be a metaphor. It will be literal. It will be real.

The work is always real. The ground is always honest. The people who measure to the correct depth and stay with what they find become the people who can build something true together.

★  ★  ★


"The work does not stop because the institution has decided to create distance from it. The ground is always honest. We simply measure to the correct depth and stay with what we find."
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CHAPTER 4
Lagos to Brooklyn
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Park Slope, Brooklyn

June–July 2026

NADIA

★

The work continues across months and years. The structures rise from honest ground. The people who build them do so with full attention, with complete technical precision, with the understanding that what they construct will hold weight—both structural and personal. They make choices based on truth, not convenience. They measure to the correct depth. They document everything. They refuse to accept almost-correct when correct is available.

In the Brooklyn neighborhood where this story unfolds, the specific geography matters. Red Hook sits at the southwestern tip of Brooklyn, bounded by water on two sides, connected to the rest of the borough through Van Brunt Street and Columbia Street. The waterfront has industrial history dating back to the nineteenth century—shipping, manufacturing, storage. By 2026, much of this history was being transformed. New development was arriving. Communities were fighting to ensure it was development that served them, not displaced them. The waterfront project that Marcus and Nadia find themselves navigating sits in the middle of this transformation.

The permitting process in New York City is complex. Environmental compliance is one layer. Structural engineering is another. Community board approval. City Planning approval. Department of Buildings approval. Multiple agencies, multiple perspectives, multiple requirements. The process exists because buildings affect people. What goes in the ground, how buildings stand, whether they're safe—these things matter. The professionals who enforce these requirements understand this. Nadia Osei is one of these professionals.

Marcus Webb is another kind of professional—one who
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