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The brick had come through her living room window at 1:47 AM.

Andi knew the exact time because she'd been lying awake, staring at the ceiling, replaying the moment she'd pried open that hidden compartment and found enough cash to buy her house three times over. She'd heard the glass shatter, felt the house shake, and her first thought hadn't been call 911. Her first thought had been they found me.

Now it was 2:00 AM, and she was loading her tool belt into her truck with hands that wouldn't stop trembling.

Get it together. You've survived worse than this.

But had she? Foster care had been brutal, but it had been a known quantity. Aging out at eighteen with nothing but a GED and calluses had been terrifying, but she'd had a plan. Building her business from scratch in an industry that didn't want her had been exhausting, but she'd known the rules.

This? Finding a hidden compartment stuffed with banded hundreds and documents she couldn't read in a language she didn't recognize? Realizing she'd stumbled into something that could get her killed?

There were no rules for this.

Andi grabbed her nail gun case and shoved it into the truck bed harder than necessary. The clang echoed through the quiet Lakewood street, and she flinched, scanning the shadows between houses. Nothing moved. The rain had stopped an hour ago, leaving everything slick and glistening under the streetlights. Her neighborhood looked exactly the same as it always did—modest houses, older trucks in driveways, the distant rumble of freight trains heading toward the port.

Except for the jagged hole in her living room window, covered now with a tarp she'd stapled up with trembling fingers.

Except for the brick sitting on her coffee table with the note still rubber-banded around it.

Forget what you saw. Or we forget you exist.

She'd read it six times, trying to convince herself it was a prank. Some stupid kids. A case of mistaken identity. But she knew better. She'd been in construction long enough to recognize a professional job when she saw one—and that brick had been thrown with precision, angled to miss her by inches as she'd walked past the window.

A warning shot.

The next one wouldn't miss.

Andi slammed the truck's tailgate and pressed her palms flat against the cold metal, forcing herself to breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. The same technique Tom had taught her when she was sixteen and shaking with rage after another foster placement fell through.

You can't control what happens to you, kid. You can only control what you do next.

What she did next was get the hell out of here. Drive to Matt's place in Parkland, figure out her options, maybe crash on his couch until she could think straight. Her employee was a retired Marine who'd done two tours in Fallujah—if anyone could help her figure out how deep she was in this mess, it was him.

She just had to make it to her truck without falling apart.

"Little late for a job site."

Andi spun, her hand going to the hammer on her tool belt before her brain caught up with her reflexes. A man stood at the edge of her driveway, hands loose at his sides, posture deliberately non-threatening. It took her a full three seconds to recognize him.

Jason. The quiet guy from three blocks down.

She'd noticed him around the neighborhood for the past year—hard not to, with shoulders like that and the way he moved, all controlled economy like every step was calculated. Military, she'd guessed early on. Something in the bearing, the watchfulness, the scars she'd glimpsed on his hands and forearms when he'd helped her chase down her recycling bin during a windstorm last fall.

They'd never talked beyond basic neighborly acknowledgment. A nod when they passed on the street. A wave when she drove by on her way to job sites. She'd caught him watching her a few times—not creepy, just... attentive. Like he was cataloging information without knowing what to do with it.

Right now, his attention was fixed on the tarp covering her broken window.

"Couldn't sleep," she said, and hated how thin her voice sounded. "Figured I'd get an early start."

"At two in the morning." He wasn't asking.

"I like beating traffic."

Jason took a step closer, and the streetlight caught his face properly for the first time. Strong jaw, serious eyes, a nose that had been broken at least once. Not handsome in a magazine way—handsome in a way that said he'd earned every line on his face the hard way. His gaze moved from the window to her truck to her hands, still white-knuckled on the tailgate.

"You're shaking," he said.

"It's cold."

"It's sixty-two degrees."

Andi's jaw tightened. "Is there something you need, Jason? Because I've got somewhere to be."

He didn't react to his name, but something flickered in his eyes—surprise, maybe, that she remembered it from their one actual conversation. The recycling bin incident. He'd introduced himself while helping her drag the damn thing back up her driveway, his voice low and steady, and she'd thought this is a man who doesn't waste words.

He wasn't wasting them now, either.

"Heard glass break," he said. "About twenty minutes ago. Wanted to make sure you were okay."

"I'm fine."

"You're loading your truck at two AM with a tarp over your window and your hands shaking hard enough to drop a hammer."

"Maybe I had an accident."

"You're the most careful contractor I've ever seen." He said it like a fact, not a compliment. Like he'd been paying attention. "You don't have accidents."

The observation hit her somewhere unexpected—a crack in the armor she'd spent thirty-two years building. She didn't know what to do with a man who noticed things like that. Who showed up in the middle of the night because he heard glass break three blocks away and wanted to make sure she was okay.

In her experience, people didn't do that. People didn't show up.

"I'm fine," she said again, and this time her voice cracked.

Dammit.

Jason moved then, not toward her but to the side, positioning himself between her and the street. The movement was subtle—someone else might have missed it—but Andi had spent her whole life reading body language for threats. This wasn't threatening. This was protective.

"Tell me what happened," he said quietly.

"Nothing happened. I dropped something. Broke a window. Decided to take a drive."

"Andi." Her name in his mouth was unexpected—rough and low, like he'd been thinking about saying it for a while and finally let himself. "I'm not a cop. I'm not going to report you or get in your way. But I know what a brick through a window looks like, and I know what fear looks like, and you're showing both right now."

She should lie. Every instinct screamed at her to lie, to get in her truck, to drive away and figure this out on her own like she'd figured out everything else in her life.

But Jason was still standing there, solid and patient, like he'd wait all night if he had to. Like she mattered. Like he actually gave a damn whether some contractor he barely knew was okay.

And she was so tired of doing everything alone.

"I can't call the cops," she heard herself say.

"Why not?"

"Because I don't know who's dirty. Because whoever did this—" She gestured toward the tarp, the brick, the whole mess of her life. "They've got money. Real money. The kind that buys people."

Jason's expression didn't change, but something shifted behind his eyes. Sharpened. "How do you know that?"

"Because I found it." The words came out fast now, tumbling over each other. "Three days ago, a renovation job in Spanaway. Property flip company, fast turnaround, they wanted the kitchen gutted by end of week. I was pulling cabinets and I found a hidden compartment behind the wall. Someone had installed it after the original build—good work, professional, I almost missed it. And it was full of cash. Banded stacks. Foreign documents. The kind of setup you only build when you need to hide things from people who know how to look."

"How much cash?"

"I stopped counting at two hundred thousand."

Jason's eyes went hard. "What did you do?"

"Closed it up. Finished the job. Didn't say anything to my client." Her laugh was bitter. "I figured I'd pretend I never saw it. Move on. Let someone else deal with whatever the hell I'd stumbled into."

"But they knew you found it."

"Hidden camera, maybe. Or I didn't put it back exactly right. Or—" She shook her head. "It doesn't matter how. They know. And now they're making sure I know what happens if I talk."

Silence stretched between them. The neighborhood was dead quiet—no cars, no dogs, just the distant hum of the freeway and the drip of water from rain-soaked gutters. Jason stood completely still, processing, and Andi watched his face for any sign of what he was thinking.

When he finally spoke, his voice was different. Harder. More certain.

"You can't stay here tonight."

"I know. I'm heading to—"

"Not alone. Whoever threw that brick, they're watching. Probably watching right now. You leave by yourself, you're a target."

"And what, you're going to protect me?" She didn't mean it to sound mocking, but exhaustion and fear made her voice sharp. "No offense, Jason, but you don't even know me. You're just some guy from down the block."

Something flickered across his face—not hurt, exactly, but something close to it. He took a breath, and when he spoke again, his words were measured. Careful.

"I'm not just some guy." He held her gaze, and for the first time, she saw the soldier underneath the quiet neighbor. The controlled violence. The capability. "I know people who handle situations like this. People who don't ask questions and don't involve cops and make problems go away."

Andi's pulse spiked. "What kind of people?"

"The kind who protect their own." He paused. "The kind who've been looking for an excuse to shut down whoever's running money through property in this neighborhood."

She should be scared. She should get in her truck and drive and never look back. But he was standing in her driveway like a wall between her and whatever was coming, and something in her chest—something she'd buried years ago, under all the armor and independence and I don't need anyone—cracked open just a little.

"Why?" she asked. "Why do you care what happens to me?"

He didn't answer right away. His jaw worked, like he was fighting with himself, and when he finally spoke, his voice was rough.

"Because I've been watching you for a year. Because you built this house with your own hands while working sixty-hour weeks. Because you carried shingles up that ladder in a thunderstorm and I wanted to help but I didn't know how to offer without sounding like an ass." He took a breath. "Because you're the most capable woman I've ever met, and right now you're scared, and I'm not going to let you face this alone."

The words hung between them, heavier than the humid night air.

Andi's throat tightened. She didn't know what to do with this—with him. With a man who showed up at two in the morning and offered to protect her and looked at her like she was something worth protecting.

She opened her mouth to respond, but headlights swept across the end of the street, and hos whole body went taut.

"Inside," he said. "Now."

"That's probably just—"

"Now, Andi."

The command in his voice brooked no argument. She found herself moving before she'd consciously decided to, her keys already in her hand, Jason's palm warm against the small of her back as he guided her toward her front door.

The car slowed as it passed her house.

Didn't stop.

Kept going.

But He didn't relax, and his hand didn't leave her back, and Andi realized with sudden, terrifying clarity that her life had just changed completely—and the quiet neighbor from three blocks down was at the center of it.

"I still don't believe you're fine," he murmured against her hair. "But we'll work on that."

She should argue. She should push him away. She should handle this herself, like she'd handled everything else.

Instead, she unlocked her door and let him follow her inside.
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Gadget had spent twelve years breaching structures for the Army. He knew what a message looked like.

This one was loud and clear.

He stood in Andi's living room, studying the damage with the same precision he'd brought to hundreds of compound entries. The brick had come through at a forty-five-degree angle, high velocity, thrown by someone who knew exactly what they were doing. Glass pattern said single impact, no follow-through—a warning, not an attack. The tarp she'd stapled over the hole was good work, tight and secure, but it wouldn't stop someone who wanted in.

Nothing about this house would stop someone who wanted in.

"You're staring at my window like it personally offended you," Andi said from behind him.

He turned. She stood in the doorway to her kitchen, arms crossed, chin lifted in a way that told him she was holding herself together through pure stubbornness. Her work boots were still on, tool belt still buckled at her hips, like she'd been ready to run at a moment's notice.

Smart woman. Smarter than she knew.

"Whoever threw this knew what they were doing," he said. "Professional arm, professional angle. They wanted to scare you, not hurt you. Yet."

"Yet." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "That's comforting."

"It should be." He moved toward her, watching the way her body tensed as he got closer. Not fear—wariness. The kind of wariness that came from years of learning that people couldn't be trusted. "It means they think you can be intimidated. They're giving you a chance to back down before they escalate."

"And if I don't back down?"

"Then they escalate."

Andi held his gaze for a long moment, something fierce burning behind her exhaustion. Then she turned and walked into the kitchen. "Coffee's the least I can offer the neighbor who showed up in the middle of the night to assess my break-in."

He followed her, cataloging the house as he moved. Load-bearing walls exposed and refinished. Custom cabinets that looked hand-built. Tile work precise enough to make a master craftsman jealous. She'd done all of this herself—he'd watched her haul materials, heard her power tools at all hours, seen the lights on late as she worked room by room.

The woman had built herself a fortress. And someone was trying to tear it down.

The kitchen was clearly her latest project—half-finished, with new countertops waiting for installation and a backsplash still in pieces. She moved through the chaos like she knew exactly where everything was, pulling mugs from a box, grounds from a cabinet that didn't have a door yet.

"Tell me everything," he said. "From the beginning."

She paused with the coffee scoop in her hand. "I already told you—"

"You told me the highlights. I need details." He leaned against her unfinished island, close enough to see the tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers tightened on the scoop. "What company hired you? What was the address
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