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Yvette Fisher adjusted the focus on her binoculars and settled deeper into the shadows of her upstairs bedroom. Through the lenses, Vincent Benoit's garage came into sharp relief—metal workbenches, mysterious equipment shrouded in tarps, and her enigmatic neighbor himself, moving between stations with the kind of purposeful energy that screamed illegal enterprise.

She'd been documenting his nocturnal activities for a month now, ever since she'd first noticed the pattern. He kept banker's hours in reverse—dead silent during the day, bustling with activity after midnight. The kind of schedule that made sense if you were running drugs, manufacturing weapons, or coordinating any number of federal crimes under cover of darkness.

Tonight he was unpacking another unmarked delivery, this one larger than usual and heavy enough that even his impressive frame strained to lift it. No shipping labels, no return address, just anonymous brown cardboard that could contain anything from cocaine to stolen electronics.

She lowered the binoculars and made another entry in her surveillance database—a custom program she'd designed that cross-referenced timestamps, behavioral patterns, and anomaly detection algorithms. The software had already flagged seventeen irregularities in his schedule that warranted further investigation. A month of watching had taught her Vincent's routines better than his own mother probably knew them. Regular deliveries at irregular intervals. Weekend garage sessions that lasted until dawn. And those explosive sounds that definitely weren't fireworks, despite what he'd told Mrs. Patterson when she'd complained to the homeowner's association.

The man was running a criminal operation fifty feet from her kitchen window, and apparently she was the only person in the neighborhood with enough sense to notice.

She should probably get back to work. Her laptop sat open on her nightstand, displaying the custom data visualization she'd built to map RareCore Industries' financial networks. The advanced forensic software she'd developed could trace shell company connections and offshore transfers that standard accounting programs missed entirely. Eight months of algorithmic analysis had revealed patterns that would have taken traditional auditors years to uncover. 

But RareCore had friends in high places, and friends in high places had a way of making inconvenient audits disappear into bureaucratic limbo. Which was exactly why the DCAA had assigned their most thorough forensic accountant to dig deeper when routine oversight flagged suspicious billing patterns. They'd assigned her specifically because of her reputation for digital excavation—finding evidence buried in encrypted files, recovering deleted financial records, and developing custom algorithms that could detect fraud patterns invisible to conventional analysis. Her computer forensics background had made her legendary within the agency for cases that others had written off as unsolvable.She had never been very good at letting corruption slide, even when her supervisors hinted that some cases were better left unresolved.

The evidence was damning. RareCore was billing the government for premium materials while substituting cheaper alternatives in actual production. Body armor rated for high-velocity rounds that would barely stop a handgun. Tactical gear supposedly built to military specifications but manufactured with civilian-grade components. The profit margins were staggering, and the potential body count was horrifying.

She raised the binoculars again, focusing on Vincent's face as he worked. She had to admit, she liked looking at him. Unruly brown hair that defied any attempt at order, a strong jawline, shoulders broad enough to fill out that black t-shirt in ways that made her stomach do inappropriate things. If she'd met him at a coffee shop or a bookstore, she might have invented excuses to strike up conversations.

But she hadn't met him anywhere normal. She'd only met him when he'd moved into the house next door and then he immediately started behaving like someone with serious secrets to hide. He was gorgeous, mysterious, and almost certainly dangerous. The holy trinity of traits in men she needed to avoid.

A metallic crash echoed from his garage, followed by what sounded like automatic gunfire.

Grabbing her phone, she speed-dialed 911, but the line went straight to a busy signal. Friday night in the suburbs—probably every drunk driver and domestic dispute in the county was tying up emergency services. She tried again with the same result, then a third time before giving up and hitting the direct number for the non-emergency police line she'd programmed weeks ago.

"Reston Police, how can I help you?"

"This is Yvette Fisher at 1247 Maple Street. My neighbor is firing automatic weapons in his garage. Again."

"Ma'am, we've had multiple reports about fireworks in that area tonight. Is it possible—"

"It's not fireworks." She kept her voice level despite her frustration. "Vincent Benoit at 1245 Maple Street is conducting what sounds like weapons testing at midnight. I've filed previous reports about suspicious activity."

"I'll add this to your existing case file and have an officer swing by when one becomes available."

The line went dead. She stared at her phone, wondering why she bothered. In a month of complaints, exactly zero police officers had shown up to investigate Vincent's midnight activities. Either they were too busy with actual crimes, or someone was making sure Vincent Benoit remained uninvestigated.

Resigned, scrolling through another page of RareCore's financial records one final time. Tomorrow morning, she'd walk into her supervisor's office with eight months of evidence proving systematic fraud across dozens of defense contracts. The numbers didn't lie—RareCore was billing the government for premium titanium components while manufacturing with cheap steel alternatives, creating elaborate shell company networks to hide the massive profits.

Body armor that would fail under combat conditions. Gear built with substandard materials that could get soldiers killed. All so RareCore's executives could funnel hundreds of millions in fraudulent profits through offshore accounts.

She'd triple-checked every calculation using automated verification protocols she'd coded herself, verified every transaction through blockchain analysis tools she'd modified for government use, and cross-referenced every shell company using a neural network she'd trained to recognize corporate obfuscation patterns.

Glass shattered downstairs.

Her blood froze. That sound hadn't come from Vincent's garage. It had come from her kitchen.

Heavy footsteps moved through her house. Two sets, trying for stealth but failing on her hardwood floors. She grabbed her phone and crept toward her bedroom door, heart hammering against her ribs.

Male voices drifted up from the first floor, too low to make out words but unmistakably threatening in tone. Someone had broken into her house while she'd been spying on her neighbor, and they weren't here to steal her television.

She dialed 911 again, and this time the call connected immediately.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"Someone's broken into my house," she whispered. "1247 Maple Street. Two intruders, I'm trapped upstairs—"

Static filled the line, then silence. She checked her phone - no signal. They'd jammed the cell towers. Quickly, she activated the digital recording protocols she'd installed on her home network, ensuring that any evidence of tonight's activities would be automatically uploaded to secure cloud storage. Years of investigating financial criminals had taught her that documentation was survival—and her custom backup systems were more sophisticated than most law enforcement agencies used.

The footsteps reached her stairs.

"Light's still on upstairs," a voice said. "She's probably in her office." They knew which room was her office. These weren't random burglars looking for jewelry and electronics. They'd come prepared, targeting her specifically.
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