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The sixth car this week pulled into the lot at 9:51 PM.

Willa Beaumont photographed it through her kitchen window—black Charger, tinted windows, chrome rims that cost more than her annual salary. The license plate was mud-splattered just enough to be unreadable, same as all the others.

She added it to the file.

The file had grown thick over the past three weeks. Photographs, timestamps, license plates she could make out, descriptions of the men who came and went from Unit 14 at all hours. She'd started it when the betting slips appeared in the parking lot, crumpled paper with numbers and initials that meant nothing to her but clearly meant something to someone.

Twenty-four units. Twenty-four families depending on her to keep this building running. And now Unit 14 was turning into something that could bring it all crashing down.

She saved the photo to her laptop and closed the curtain.

The manager's unit sat at the corner of the ground floor, positioned so she could see both the main lot and the side entrance from different windows. Mr. Hendricks in Texas had given her the apartment rent-free six years ago in exchange for handling everything he didn't want to handle—which turned out to be everything. Leaky faucets, late rent, domestic disputes at 2 AM, the family in Unit 8 whose caseworker needed access every other Tuesday.

She'd built a life here. The only stable thing she'd ever had.

And now some asshole's cousin was trying to take it from her.

Denny Pike had shown up eight days ago, let himself into Unit 14 with a key the actual tenant must have given him, and started running an operation out of the living room. She'd knocked on the door the second night, after the third car full of men had come and gone before midnight.

He'd answered with a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

The apartment's staying, he'd said. And your little documentation project is ending. We clear?

She'd called Mr. Hendricks in Texas the next morning. Left a voicemail describing everything, attaching her photos and timestamps, requesting guidance on how to proceed with an eviction.

He hadn't called back.

That was a week ago.

Tonight, she'd come home from fixing the garbage disposal in Unit 22 to find a note under her door.

She picked it up from the kitchen counter where she'd dropped it, reading the block letters again even though they were already burned into her memory.

LAST WARNING

No signature. No explanation needed.

Willa set the note down and moved through her apartment with the methodical calm of a woman who'd learned a long time ago that panic didn't solve anything.

Front door: deadbolt engaged, chain in place. She'd installed the chain herself three years ago when a tenant's ex-boyfriend had gotten aggressive about visitation rights.

Windows: latched and locked, curtains drawn. Ground floor meant vulnerability, but it also meant she could see anyone approaching from the lot.

Bedroom: she opened the nightstand drawer and looked at the Glock 19 she'd bought two years ago, after a tweaker had tried to break into the laundry room while she was folding clothes at midnight.

She picked it up, checked the magazine, set it back down.

The weight of it was familiar now. Comforting in a way that probably said something about her life, but she'd stopped analyzing that a long time ago.

Her phone buzzed. Text from the teenage girl in Unit 12, asking if she could use the laundry room after hours tomorrow because her mom was working a double.

Of course, Willa typed back. I'll leave it unlocked until 10.

This was her building. Her responsibility. Twenty-four units full of people who depended on her to keep the lights on, the water running, and the problems manageable.

She wasn't going to let some racing circuit's betting operation push her out.

But she also wasn't stupid.

Willa turned off the lights and sat in the dark living room, watching the parking lot through a gap in the curtains. The Charger was still there, engine off, two shadows visible in the front seats.

Watching.

She thought about the foster homes she'd cycled through as a kid. Seven of them in eleven years, each one teaching her something different about survival. Keep your head down. Don't make trouble. Don't expect anyone to save you.

She'd aged out of the system at eighteen with a garbage bag full of clothes, two hundred dollars in a bank account she'd opened herself, and exactly no one in the world who gave a damn whether she lived or died.

Ten years later, she had an apartment, a job, and a building full of people who needed her.

She wasn't giving that up because some thug left a note under her door.

But she also wasn't sleeping tonight.

The Charger's engine started at 2:14 AM. She watched it pull out of the lot, headlights sweeping across her window, and disappear down the county road toward town.

They'd be back tomorrow. And the day after. And the day after that, until she either backed down or they made good on whatever "last warning" meant.

Willa checked the locks one more time.

Checked the gun in her nightstand.

And sat in the dark until sunrise, watching the lot fill with the ordinary cars of people heading to work, thinking about what it meant to have built everything you have from nothing—and what it would cost to protect it.
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Ninety-three degrees and the freight elevator was jammed.

Roughneck wiped sweat from his forehead and stared up the stairwell at three more flights of narrow steps, a queen-sized mattress propped against the wall beside him, and Timber's mother wringing her hands on the landing above.

"I told you boys to wait for the repair man," Mrs. Sullivan called down. "He's supposed to come Thursday."

"Thursday's two days away, Ma." Timber appeared at the top of the stairs, already reaching for the box springs they'd hauled up twenty minutes ago. "You're not spending another night in this place."

Roughneck didn't ask why. Wasn't his business, and prospects didn't ask questions about brothers' family affairs. But he'd seen the way Timber's jaw had tightened when they'd pulled into the parking lot, the way his eyes had tracked to the corner unit where three men sat on lawn chairs drinking beer at ten in the morning.

Something was wrong with this building.

He could feel it the way he used to feel a rig running hot before the gauges caught up—that prickle at the back of his neck that said pay attention.

"Grab the other end," he told the prospect who'd come along as extra muscle. Kid named Trevor, patched in six months before Roughneck had started prospecting, still green enough to complain about the heat.

Trevor grabbed. They lifted. The mattress went up.

Three flights of stairs in ninety-three-degree heat with no air circulation, hauling furniture that should've gone in an elevator. Roughneck's shirt was soaked through by the second landing, his arms burning with the kind of work he hadn't done since he'd left the rigs.

Felt good, in a way. Familiar. His body remembering what it was built for.

They got the mattress into the U-Haul and went back for the dresser.

That's when she appeared.

Small. Brown-haired. Tired smile that looked like it cost her something. She came around the corner of the stairwell with a hand truck and a competence that said she'd done this before, probably hundreds of times.

"Freight elevator's been down since Saturday," she said, already positioning the hand truck beneath the dresser. "I've got a call in, but the company's backed up. Let me help—this thing's a beast on the corners."

"We got it," Trevor said.

"You don't." She was already tilting the dresser back, finding the balance point with practiced ease. "Trust me. I've watched three tenants gouge the walls trying to muscle through. The landing on two has a blind corner that'll eat you alive."

Roughneck studied her while Trevor sputtered about not needing help. She wasn't wrong—the dresser was awkward, heavy in all the wrong places, and he'd already been calculating how to navigate the turns without taking out the drywall.

"Show us," he said.

She looked up at him. Something flickered in her eyes—surprise, maybe, that he'd listened. Then she nodded and led the way.



She was right about the blind corner.

Would've taken out the wall for sure if she hadn't been there, guiding them through with the hand truck taking the weight at the critical moment. By the time they reached the ground floor, Roughneck had revised his estimate of her from building manager to building manager who actually gives a damn.

"Last trip," Timber called from the truck. "Just the couch and we're done."

The couch was a nightmare. Oversized, overstuffed, bought in an era when people didn't think about doorways and stairwells. Roughneck and Trevor wrestled it down the first flight while the building manager walked alongside, spotting the corners.

Second flight, Trevor's grip slipped.

The couch lurched. Roughneck caught the full weight on his shoulder, muscles screaming, and for a split second he was back on the rig floor—that moment when the pipe shifted wrong and you either moved or you didn't.

He moved.

Got his feet under him, redistributed the weight, and powered through the last turn while Trevor scrambled to catch up.

"Sorry," the kid muttered. "Sorry, I—"

"Don't apologize. Just hold on."

They made it to the ground floor without killing anyone. The couch went into the U-Haul, Mrs. Sullivan started crying about her baby boy taking such good care of her, and Timber looked like he wanted to be anywhere else.

The building manager appeared at Roughneck's elbow with a bottle of water so cold it was sweating.

"You earned this," she said.

He took it. Drained half of it in one long pull, the cold shocking against his overheated throat.

"Thanks." He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "You do this a lot? Help tenants move?"

"When I can." She shrugged, but the motion was too tight. Controlled. "It's part of the job."

He looked at her properly for the first time.

The tired smile was still there, but underneath it he could see the shadows. Dark circles under her eyes that said she hadn't slept well in days. A tension in her shoulders that had nothing to do with lifting furniture.

And her hands.

Her hands were shaking.

Subtle—she was hiding it well, keeping them busy, tucking them into her pockets—but he'd spent eleven years on rigs where noticing the small things kept you alive. Her hands were trembling like she was running on adrenaline and fumes.

"You okay?" he asked.

Her eyes snapped to his. For a second, something raw flickered there—fear, maybe, or exhaustion, or both.

Then it was gone.

"It's the heat," she said. Her voice was steady, almost convincing. "Ninety-three degrees and I've been running around all morning. Low blood sugar, probably."

It wasn't the heat.

He knew it. She knew he knew it.

But she didn't want to talk, and he was a prospect with no standing to push. Whatever was going on in this building, it wasn't his problem.

"Get some food," he said instead. "And more water. You look like you're about to drop."

Something shifted in her expression. Surprise, again. Like she wasn't used to people noticing, or caring if they did.

"I will," she said. "Thanks for the help today. Mrs. Sullivan's been wanting to move closer to her son for months. I'm glad she's finally getting out."

Getting out.

The words landed strange. Not moving, not relocating. Getting out. Like escape.

Roughneck filed that away too.

"Take care of yourself," he said, and meant it more than the words usually carried.

She nodded and walked back toward the building, her shoulders still too tight, her hands still not quite steady.

He watched her go.



"Who's the manager?"

Timber looked up from the U-Haul's tie-downs, his face still tight with whatever had been eating at him all morning. "Willa something. Beaumont, I think. Why?"

"Just curious." Roughneck grabbed another strap and started securing Mrs. Sullivan's furniture. "She seems solid."

"She is. Been running this place for years, keeps it together with duct tape and stubbornness from what Ma says." Timber's jaw tightened. "Which is why I wanted Ma out. Things have been getting weird around here lately."

"Weird how?"

"Cars coming and going at all hours. New people in Unit 14 who look at the other tenants like they're marking territory." Timber yanked a strap tight with more force than necessary. "Ma said Willa's been documenting it, trying to get the owner involved. But the owner's in Texas and doesn't give a shit as long as the rent checks clear."

Roughneck thought about shaking hands and shadows under tired eyes
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