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The parking lot lights had been out for three weeks. Yoli had filed seven maintenance requests with the property management company that owned the building—Apex Holdings—and received exactly zero responses. Now she understood why.

Darkness made it easier to corner someone.

"Miss Vega." The man's voice came from her left, smooth and unhurried. "We've been hoping to catch you."

Yoli's keys bit into her palm as her fingers closed around them. She'd parked in the back corner of the lot because the front spaces were reserved for the residents—her residents, the forty families who depended on her to fight for this building. Now that choice felt like a mistake.

Two men materialized from the shadows between the dumpster enclosure and the fence. The one who'd spoken was tall, mid-forties, with the soft hands and hard eyes of someone who'd discovered he enjoyed making people afraid. His colleague was broader, younger, standing just far enough back to block the path to the street.

"My name's Ray Pruitt." The tall one smiled like they were meeting at a networking event. "I work for Apex Holdings. We handle... tenant relations."

"I know who you are." Yoli kept her voice flat, bored, even as her heart hammered against her ribs. "You're the one who's been harassing Mrs. Orozco in 2C. Showing up at her door at midnight, asking about her immigration status."

Pruitt's smile didn't waver. "We prefer the term 'relocation specialist.' And Mrs. Orozco's situation is... complicated. Much like yours."

"My situation is simple. I'm the building manager. You want to talk, you call during business hours."

She took a step toward her car. The broader man shifted, not blocking her exactly, but making it clear the path wasn't open.

"The thing is, Miss Vega, your contract with us is... flexible." Pruitt clasped his hands in front of him like a funeral director. "You've been organizing the tenants. Helping them understand their rights. Teaching them how to document code violations. That's not really in your job description."

"Helping my residents isn't a crime."

"No. But it is... inconvenient." He took a step closer. "Mr. Devlin is a patient man, but patience has limits. These buildings are being repositioned. That's going to happen whether you cooperate or not. The only question is how difficult you want to make your own life in the process."

Yoli's throat tightened, but she didn't step back. She'd faced men like this before—landlords who thought they could intimidate their way to empty units, gang recruiters who thought every South Tacoma kid was for sale. She knew the script. Show weakness and they'd never stop pushing.

"Your boss can reposition mierda," she said. "These families have leases. They have rights. And I have a lawyer on speed dial who loves going after slumlords."

Something flickered in Pruitt's eyes. Not anger—something colder. "That's the spirit that's been causing problems. See, you think you're protecting these people. But you're actually just making things harder for them. When the building changes hands, when the renovations start... things can get complicated. Accidents happen. People get hurt."

The threat hung in the humid air like smoke. Yoli thought about Marco, her nineteen-year-old brother who'd be getting off the bus in about an hour. Thought about the route he walked from the stop to their apartment. Three blocks through streets that got dark early and quiet late.

"Is that a threat?"

"It's a reality check." Pruitt spread his hands. "We're all adults here. You can keep playing community organizer, keep filing complaints no one's going to read. Or you can recognize that change is coming and position yourself to benefit from it. Mr. Devlin can be very generous to people who help smooth transitions."

"Vete al diablo."

The broader man laughed. Pruitt's expression didn't change, but something in his posture shifted—a hunter settling into patience.

"Your brother walks home alone at night, doesn't he? Marco, right? Good kid. Community college." Pruitt tilted his head. "Rough neighborhood for a young man walking alone. Things can happen. Wrong place, wrong time."

The fear hit her then—real fear, the kind that tasted like copper and made her legs want to run. These men had put people in hospitals. She'd heard the stories from residents who'd been forced out of Devlin's other buildings. Accidents. Break-ins. Violence that stayed just legal enough to avoid charges.

She was calculating her options—scream, run, fight—when movement flickered in her peripheral vision.

Someone was walking toward them across the parking lot. Not hurrying, but not hesitating either. Steady, purposeful strides that ate up the distance like the darkness didn't bother him at all.

Pruitt noticed too. His head turned, and for the first time since the conversation started, his smile slipped.

The man who emerged from the shadows was young—mid-twenties, maybe—with a hard jaw and a face that looked like determination had been carved into the bone. Military bearing obvious in every line of his body, the kind of posture that came from years of someone telling you to stand up straight until it became who you were. He wore jeans, a plain black t-shirt, and moved with the easy confidence of a man who knew exactly what he was capable of.

"Evening." His voice was calm, almost friendly. He stopped about six feet away, close enough to be in the conversation but not so close he was crowding anyone. "Everything okay here?"

"Private conversation," Pruitt said. "Move along."

"Didn't ask you." The young man's eyes stayed on Yoli. Dark eyes, steady. "You good?"

Yoli's mouth opened, but Pruitt cut in first. "The lady and I are discussing business. This doesn't concern you."

"Lady looks concerned." The newcomer's gaze finally shifted to Pruitt, and something in it made the older man take a half-step back. "Makes me concerned."

The broader man moved forward, shoulders squaring. "You want to walk away, friend. This ain't your problem."

"South Tacoma's my neighborhood." The young man didn't move, didn't raise his voice, but somehow the temperature in the parking lot dropped ten degrees. "That makes it my problem."

For a long moment, no one spoke. Yoli could feel the violence hanging in the air like static electricity, could see the calculation happening behind Pruitt's eyes. Two against one, darkness, no witnesses.

Then Pruitt smiled again—but this one was different. Smaller. A tactical retreat dressed up as magnanimity.

"We were just leaving anyway." He straightened his jacket, as if the confrontation had wrinkled it. "Miss Vega, think about what I said. Mr. Devlin's offer won't stay open forever."

He nodded to his colleague, and they walked past the newcomer toward a dark sedan parked on the street. The broader man paused long enough to look back.

"Your boyfriend won't always be around," he said. "Remember that."

Then they were gone, headlights sweeping across the lot as the sedan pulled away. The silence they left behind felt heavy, charged with everything that hadn't happen.

Yoli's legs felt weak beneath her. She locked her knees, refusing to let it show.

"Thanks," she said. Then, before he could respond: "But I didn't need your help."

The stranger raised an eyebrow. "Those two put a grandmother in the hospital last month. Caused a diabetic coma when they messed with her insulin supply. But sure, you had it handled."

"I've been handling men like that my whole life."

"I believe you." He said it simply, no condescension, no argument. "Doesn't mean you have to handle them alone."

Yoli studied him more carefully now that the immediate threat had passed. Young, but not soft. The military bearing wasn't an affectation—there were tattoos visible on his forearms, the kind of basic infantry ink that marked someone as Army but not special operations. He held himself like someone who'd seen combat, but hadn't let it turn him hard all the way through.

And there was something else. Something in the way he looked at her that made heat pool low in her belly despite everything—despite the fear still thrumming through her veins, despite the threats still ringing in her ears. His gaze didn't slide over her body the way men's gazes usually did. He looked at her face like he was actually seeing her.

Not now, she told herself. You don't know this man.

"Who are you?"

"Edge." He didn't offer anything else. A nickname, maybe, or something earned. Yoli filed it away. "I live a few blocks over. My mom's place."

"And you just happened to be walking through this parking lot at eight-thirty at night?"

"I was at the corner store. Saw those two pull in, saw them waiting." He shrugged. "Didn't sit right."

"So you decided to play hero."

"I decided to make sure nobody got hurt." His jaw tightened slightly. "Look, I'm not trying to insert myself into your business. I just grew up here. I know what those gentrification vultures are doing to the neighborhood. And I know what happens when people fight them alone."

Yoli wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him she didn't need some stranger making assumptions about her capabilities, didn't need a man swooping in to save her, didn't need anyone. She'd been raising Marco alone since she was twenty. She'd faced down gang recruiters and slumlords and men who thought her curves meant she was available. She'd survived this neighborhood her whole life without some military boy deciding she needed rescuing.

But her hands were trembling. And Pruitt's voice was still echoing in her head.

Your brother walks home alone at night.

"I don't know you," she said finally. "I don't trust strangers who insert themselves into my problems. In my experience, nobody helps for free. Everyone wants something."

The stranger met her gaze without flinching. "I want to make sure a woman from my neighborhood doesn't end up in the hospital because some rich asshole decided her building was worth more empty."

"Noble. But I've heard pretty speeches before." She lifted her chin. "Thanks for the assist. I mean it. But I don't need a protector, and I definitely don't need someone making decisions about my safety without asking me first. So whatever hero fantasy you're working through, find someone else."

Something flickered across his face—hurt, maybe, or frustration. But he didn't argue. Didn't push. Just nodded slowly.

"Fair enough." He pulled a receipt from his pocket, scribbled something on the back with a pen, and held it out to her. "My number. In case you change your mind. Or in case those men come back and you need backup."

Yoli stared at the paper for a long moment. Every instinct screamed at her to refuse it. She didn't take help from strangers. She didn't rely on anyone but herself. That was how you survived in South Tacoma—by being strong enough to stand alone.

But Marco's face flashed through her mind. Nineteen years old, still walking with the lanky uncertainty of a boy who hadn't quite grown into his body. Her responsibility. Her only family.

She took the paper.

"This doesn't mean anything," she said.

"Didn't say it did."

She turned and walked to her car without looking back. Her legs held. Her hands only shook a little as she unlocked the door.

It wasn't until she was pulling out of the lot that she let herself glance in the rearview mirror. He was still standing there, watching her go, a solid silhouette against the broken parking lot lights.

She crumpled the receipt in her fist.

Then, after a moment, she smoothed it out and tucked it into her pocket.
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She was going to get herself killed.

Edge watched Yoli's taillights disappear around the corner and felt something twist in his gut. Stubborn. Fierce. Absolutely certain she didn't need anyone's help. The kind of woman who'd face down a hurricane with nothing but attitude and spite.

The kind of woman who'd end up in a hospital bed—or worse—if those Apex vultures caught her alone again.

He was already moving toward his truck before he'd made the conscious decision. His prospect cut hung from the rearview mirror where he'd left it, leather and patches that meant everything to him. He grabbed it, shrugged it on, and pulled out of the lot.

Three blocks. That's all it took to catch up to her.

She'd parked in front of the building—a weathered four-story walk-up that had seen better decades. The kind of place that housed families who worked two jobs and still couldn't get ahead. Edge knew buildings like this. He'd grown up in one just like it, three blocks east, back when his mom was working doubles at the hospital and he was learning that the world didn't give a damn about kids from South Tacoma.

Yoli was already out of her car, keys in hand, when he pulled up behind her.

The look she gave him could have stripped paint.

"Are you following me?"

"Making sure you get inside safe." Edge killed the engine and stepped out. "Those men know where you work. Probably know where you live too."

"And you think standing in my parking lot is going to change that?" She didn't back up as he approached, just planted her feet and lifted her chin. "I told you. I don't need a protector."

"You told me. I heard you." He stopped about five feet away, giving her space. "I'm still not leaving until you're inside with the door locked."

Something flickered across her face—frustration, maybe, or exhaustion catching up. Up close, under the building's security light, he could see the tension in her shoulders, the shadows under her eyes. This woman was running on fumes and fury, and she'd been doing it for a while.

"You're impossible," she said.

"Been told that before."

For a long moment, she just stared at him. Edge held her gaze, let her look. He had nothing to hide. He was exactly what he appeared to be—a South Tacoma kid who'd joined the Army, come home, and found a brotherhood that gave him purpose. If she wanted to see something sinister in that, she'd have to work for it.

Finally, she shook her head and started toward the building. "Fine. You want to waste your evening playing bodyguard, that's your problem."

Edge fell into step beside her—not too close, not crowding, but close enough that anyone watching would think twice. The building's front door had a lock that looked like it hadn't worked since the Clinton administration. Yoli pushed through without slowing.

"Eight months," she said as they climbed the stairs. "That's how long Devlin's been trying to empty this building."

"Tell me."

She shot him a sideways glance, like she was testing whether he actually wanted to hear it. Whatever she saw in his face must have passed the test, because she kept talking.

"Arthur Devlin. Seattle money, pretends to be progressive, talks about 'neighborhood improvement' like he's doing us a favor." Her voice dripped contempt. "He bought up a dozen buildings in South Tacoma over the last three years. Every single one, he's cleared out the existing tenants to make room for luxury units. Calls it 'repositioning.'"

"How's he clearing them out?"

"Every way you can imagine." They reached the second floor landing, and she paused. "Fake code violations. Utility 'accidents.' Break-ins where nothing gets stolen but everything gets destroyed. And when that doesn't work, he sends men like Pruitt to make threats."

Edge's jaw tightened. He'd seen this before—not exactly, but close enough. Vultures who preyed on working-class neighborhoods, who saw communities as obstacles to profit. Back in Afghanistan, they'd called men like that warlords. Here, they called them developers.

"Anyone gone to the cops?"

Yoli laughed, and there was no humor in it. "Cops don't care about South Tacoma. We're a 'transitional neighborhood.'" She made air quotes around the phrase. "Besides, Devlin's smart. Everything stays just legal enough to avoid charges. His hands never get dirty. He just... applies pressure until people break."

They reached the third floor. Yoli's apartment
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