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The dirt road ended at a stable that looked held together by spite and baling wire.

Torch killed his engine and swung off the bike, scanning the property with eyes that had learned to read terrain in places a lot more hostile than Central Florida. Ten stalls visible through the open barn doors. Paddock fencing that needed paint three years ago. A hand-painted sign by the mailbox advertising weekend trail rides.

And coiled on the ground by the main gate, twenty feet of cut fence wire that had no business being there.

He crouched beside the wire, running it through his fingers. Clean cuts. Bolt cutters, not wire snips. Someone with the right tools and the wrong intentions.

Tiger had sent him down here to check out reports of unfamiliar trucks on the backroads near the river-access route. The kind of trucks that didn't belong to ranchers or tourists—heavy vehicles running without lights after midnight, turning off the main road onto paths that only locals knew existed.

This stable sat right at the end of one of those paths.

Torch stood and walked the fence line, boots crunching on dry palmetto scrub. The afternoon heat pressed down like a hand, that particular Florida weight that made everything feel slower and meaner. Sweat gathered under his cut, soaking into the flame tattoo that ran the length of his right arm.

He found the second problem fifty yards down the main trail.

Wire. Thin gauge, nearly invisible, strung across the path at exactly the height that would catch a horse across the neck at full stride. Not high enough to see. Not low enough to step over. Perfect for ripping open anything that came down that trail at speed.

"That's far enough."

Torch turned slowly, keeping his hands visible.

The woman stood in the barn entrance with a rifle across her arms—not pointed at him, but not pointed away either. Sunburned face, honey-brown hair pulled back in a practical knot, the kind of lean muscle that came from physical work rather than a gym. Her eyes were the color of river water, and right now they were about as warm.

"You're on private property," she said. "I don't care what patch you're wearing."

Torch let the grin show. Couldn't help it—backbone like that deserved acknowledgment.

"Name's Torch. Daytona Raiders." He nodded toward the cut fence. "Looks like someone's been doing some unauthorized landscaping on your land."

"I noticed."

"You notice who did it?"

Her jaw tightened. "Trucks. Three of them. Came through two nights ago, cut the fence, ran the river road behind my property like they owned it. One of my boarder's horses spooked and ran straight into the wire they'd strung." She jerked her chin toward the barn. "Gash on her flank that took forty stitches to close."

Torch felt something cold settle in his chest. He'd seen what wire could do to flesh—human and animal both. The fact that someone had strung it deliberately, at that height, on a trail used for riding...

"They meant to kill the horse," he said.

"They meant to scare me off." The rifle came up slightly, not quite a threat but close enough. "Question is, what do you want?"

"Same thing you do. Answers." He gestured at the trail behind him. "Mind if I check that wire? I need to know what we're dealing with."

She studied him for a long moment. Torch let her look, knowing what she'd see—six-two, heavy through the chest and shoulders, reddish beard going grey, and a grin that his brothers said showed up right before the knives came out. He didn't look safe. He wasn't safe.

But he also wasn't the one who'd cut her fence.

"Five minutes," she said finally. "Then you explain why a biker club gives a damn about trucks on my backroad."

Fair enough.

Torch walked back to the strung wire, crouching to examine it properly. Galvanized steel, probably pulled from a hardware store between here and Daytona. The posts it was attached to were fresh-driven—someone had brought their own equipment. This wasn't opportunistic vandalism. This was planned.

He followed the trail past the wire, moving carefully, watching for more surprises. The ground was soft from last week's rain, and the tire tracks stood out like neon signs. Heavy treads. Dual rear axles. The kind of trucks that hauled cargo you didn't want weighed at a station.

The tracks led to the river-access road behind the property, then disappeared into the palmetto scrub heading south.

When he walked back to the barn, the woman was waiting. The rifle had lowered, but her guard hadn't.

"You've got a name?" he asked.

"Grace Tierney. I own this stable." Her chin came up. "Bought it at auction four years ago with every dollar I had. I'm not being driven off by men who cut fences and string wire across trails."

"Nobody's asking you to leave."

"Then what are you asking?"

Torch pulled out his phone, scrolling to a photo Tiger had sent last week—a blurry shot of a truck running the New Smyrna backroads at 2 AM.

"These look familiar?"

Grace's expression flickered. Recognition, then anger quickly controlled. "Same trucks. Same route. They've been coming through for months, but it's gotten worse in the last few weeks. More frequent. More aggressive." She gestured at the damaged fence. "This is the first time they've actually touched my property."

"It won't be the last."

"You know who they are?"

Torch tucked the phone away and met her eyes. This part was going to be tricky—telling a civilian that she'd bought property in the middle of a smuggling route wasn't exactly a conversation starter. But she'd earned the truth. The rifle across her arms said she could handle it.

"Family called Ferrante," he said. "They've been running smuggling operations through Volusia County for thirty years. Stolen goods, firearms, counterfeit merchandise. Those backroads you're sitting on? They're part of their transport network."

Grace's face went very still.

"And my trail rides?"

"Your customers keep seeing trucks they're not supposed to see." Torch stepped closer, keeping his movements slow and visible. "You're a problem, Grace. An obstacle on a route they've been using since before you bought this place. And the Ferrantes don't negotiate with obstacles."

"They remove them."

"Now you're getting it."

She was quiet for a long moment, processing. Torch watched the anger build in her eyes—not the hot flash of temper, but the slow burn of someone who'd been kicked before and learned to kick back harder.

"So what?" she finally said. "You're here to warn me? Tell me to pack up and run?"

"I'm here because those trucks are running through territory the Raiders consider ours. The Ferrantes didn't ask permission. They didn't pay tribute. They just set up shop like they own the backroads from here to the St. Johns."

"And that's a problem for your club."

"That's a war waiting to happen." Torch let the grin fade, showing her the cold underneath. "You're caught in the middle of it, whether you want to be or not. The question is whether you want to face it alone or let me bring this to my brothers tonight."

Grace's grip tightened on the rifle. He could see her calculating—the risks of trusting him against the risks of turning him away. She didn't know him. Didn't know the Raiders. All she knew was that someone had cut her fence, hurt her horse, and threatened everything she'd built.

But she wasn't stupid. And she wasn't the type to pretend a problem would go away if she ignored it hard enough.

"You said Ferrante," she said slowly. "I've heard that name. They own property south of here, some kind of estate on the river."

"That's the main compound. Salvatore Ferrante runs the operation from there. His nephew Dominic handles the field work—the fence cutting, the intimidation. And when things need to get really ugly, they bring in an outside contractor."

"How many men?"

"Fifteen to twenty."

Grace laughed, but there was no humor in it. "And you think your club can handle that?"

"I think the Raiders have handled worse." Torch moved to his bike, swinging a leg over the seat. "I'm bringing this to church tonight. My president needs to know what's happening on these roads. If you want protection, I can have a man here by dark."

"I don't need a babysitter."

"It's not babysitting. It's backup." He kicked the engine to life, the V-twin rumble cutting through the afternoon heat. "Those trucks will be back, Grace. The wire, the cut fence—that was a warning shot. The next one won't be."

She stood in the barn entrance, rifle still across her arms, watching him with those river-water eyes. He could see her weighing options, calculating risks, doing the math on how much pride she could afford.

"One man," she said finally. "He stays in the barn, not the house. And if your people make this worse instead of better, I'm holding you personally responsible."

"Fair enough."

He pulled a card from his pocket—plain white, just a phone number—and held it out. She took it without approaching, making him close the distance himself. Smart. Careful. The kind of woman who'd learned to watch her back.

"I'll send a prospect before dark," he said. "Young guy, eager to prove himself. He'll stay out of your way."

"And you?"

"I'll be back tomorrow. After I talk to my brothers." He met her eyes one more time, letting her see the promise underneath the words. "The Ferrantes picked a fight when they started running those trucks through Raider territory. They just don't know it yet."

Grace didn't respond. Just watched him wheel the bike around and head back up the dirt road, dust kicking up behind his tires.

But she didn't lower the rifle until he was out of sight.

And Torch couldn't stop thinking about river-water eyes and a backbone made of iron all the way back to the compound.

The Ferrantes had made a mistake. They'd threatened a woman on territory the Raiders considered theirs.

Now someone was going to pay for it.
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Dawn came too early and Grace was already behind.

She hauled the first hay bale from the storage shed at 5:30, arms burning with the familiar weight. Ten horses meant ten stalls to muck, ten water buckets to fill, ten feed portions to measure. Four years of the same routine, and she'd never once resented a minute of it.

Today felt different.

She kept glancing at the fence line. Kept listening for truck engines on the river road. Kept remembering the cold certainty in that biker's eyes when he'd told her the Ferrantes didn't negotiate with obstacles.

They remove them.

Grace shoved the thought aside and got to work.

Bella was first—the injured boarder, a sweet-tempered bay mare who'd caught forty stitches across her flank from that goddamn wire. Grace checked the wound under the barn's work light, peeling back the bandage to examine the healing flesh.

Clean. No infection. The stitches were holding.

"You're going to be fine, girl," she murmured, smoothing the mare's neck. "Better than fine."

Bella nuzzled her shoulder, completely trusting. Animals didn't understand malice. Didn't know that someone had strung that wire specifically to hurt them.

Grace did.

She rebandaged the wound, gave Bella an extra measure of grain, and moved down the line. Feeding, watering, checking hooves and coats and eyes. The work was mechanical but grounding—the rhythm of it pushing everything else to the edges of her mind.

By nine o'clock, she'd mucked all ten stalls and started on the fence.

The damage was worse in daylight. They'd cut the wire in three places, clean bolt-cutter snips that dropped whole sections to the ground. She'd patched it with baling wire yesterday, but the repair wouldn't hold against a determined push.

Grace drove T-posts with a manual pounder, her shoulders screaming with each strike. Sweat soaked through her shirt despite the morning cool. She strung new wire, twisted the ends tight, tested the tension until she was satisfied.

It wasn't pretty. But it would hold.

The trail was another problem.

She walked it twice, checking for more wire, finding nothing but her own boot prints and the tire tracks the biker had pointed out yesterday. The tracks ran deep into the palmetto, heading for the river access road.

Smuggling routes, he'd said. Your customers keep seeing trucks they're not supposed to see.

Grace pulled out her phone and started making calls.

"Hi, Mrs. Patterson. I'm sorry, but I need to cancel your reservation for Saturday's trail ride... No, nothing serious. Just some property damage I need to deal with... Of course. I'll call you when we're back up and running."

Three more calls. Four cancellations total.

She couldn't risk it. Those trails were her livelihood, but they were also potential kill lines now. One more wire strung in the wrong place, one spooked horse at a full gallop—

No.

The trail rides stayed canceled until she knew every inch of her property was clear.



Torch's bike rumbled up the dirt road at noon.

Grace heard him before she saw him—that distinctive V-twin growl that announced a Harley the way thunder announced a storm. She set down the halter she'd been repairing and walked to the barn entrance, not quite reaching for the rifle propped against the stall door.

Not quite.

He swung off the bike and crossed the yard with the loose-limbed confidence of a man who'd never doubted his welcome anywhere. Same cut as yesterday. Same flame tattoo visible below his rolled sleeve. Same grin that made her want to either punch him or—

She shut that thought down hard.

"You're early," she said.

"You're working." He nodded at the repaired fence line. "Nice job on the posts. You do that yourself?"

"No, I hired a crew. Of course I did it myself."

The grin widened. "Didn't figure you for the type who waits around for help."

"I'm not waiting for anything." She crossed her arms. "You said you'd be back after you talked to your brothers. So talk."

Torch leaned against the paddock rail, close enough that she could smell leather and motor oil over the hay dust. His eyes moved across her property with that same assessing look he'd used yesterday—reading terrain, calculating angles.

It should have felt like an intrusion. It didn't.

"Ferrantes have been running these routes for over a year," he said. "My club didn't know how far south they'd pushed until you showed up on their radar. They've been careful—running at night, using back channels, keeping their heads down."

"Until now."

"Until you." He met her eyes. "Your trail rides brought traffic to roads they wanted empty. Your customers started talking about trucks they'd seen. The Ferrantes don't like witnesses, Grace."

"So they decided to shut me down."

"They decided to scare you off. The cut fence, the wire trap—those were warnings. If you'd packed up and left, they would've written you off as a solved problem."

Grace felt her jaw tighten. "I don't scare easily."

"I noticed." Something shifted in his expression—approval, maybe, mixed with something darker. "Problem is, neither do they. The nephew—Dominic—he's the one handling the field work. Cutting fences, running intimidation. He's not going to stop because you patched your wire and stayed put."

"Then what's he going to do?"

"Escalate."

The word hung in the air between them. Grace thought about Bella's flank, the forty stitches, the way the mare had trembled when Grace first examined the wound.

"The horses," she said quietly.

Torch nodded. "They know you won't leave easy. So they'll hit what matters to you. Your animals. Your barn. Maybe you, if Dominic decides you need a more personal lesson."

The fear was there—cold and real, pooling in her stomach like ice water. But Grace had learned a long time ago that fear was just information. It told you what mattered. It didn't tell you what to do about it.

"I bought this place with every dollar I had." Her voice came out steady. Firm. "Auction price, four years ago. I haven't taken a vacation since. I haven't taken a day off. Every penny goes back into the property, the horses, the business."

She stepped closer, close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes.

"I'm not being driven off by men who cut fences and string wire across trails. Not by the Ferrantes. Not by your club. Not by anyone."

Torch didn't back up. Didn't look away.

Something crackled in the air between them—tension that had nothing to do with smuggling routes or territorial disputes.

"Nobody's asking you to leave," he said quietly.

"Then what are you asking?"

"I'm asking you to let me help." He reached out, slow and deliberate, and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

Grace's breath caught.

"The Ferrantes are running unauthorized routes through Raider territory," Torch continued, his voice dropping lower. "That makes this club business. You're caught in the middle of something bigger than your property, Grace. But that doesn't mean you have to face it alone."

She should step back. Should put distance between them, remind herself that she didn't know this man, didn't trust bikers as a rule, didn't need anyone fighting her battles.

She didn't move.

"What kind of help?"

"For now? A man in your barn. Someone to watch the property at night, call for backup if the Ferrantes come back." He let his hand drop, but his eyes stayed locked on hers. "My president needs to know what's happening on these roads. I'm bringing this to church tonight."

"Church?"

"Club meeting. We vote on operations." The grin came back, softer this time. "By tomorrow morning, the Ferrantes are going to be the Raiders' problem. And when we handle problems, we handle them permanent."

Grace thought about the cut fence. The wire trap. Bella's forty stitches.

She thought about being alone on this property with fifteen armed men who wanted her gone.

"One man," she said finally. "He stays in the barn, not the house."

"Done."

"And I want to know what your club decides. If you're going to war on my property, I don't find out after the fact."

Torch's expression shifted—surprise, respect, something else she couldn't quite name.

"You want a seat at the table?"

"I want information." She held his gaze. "This is my land, my animals, my life. I don't care what your club rules are about civilians. If the fight happens here, I'm not sitting in the dark waiting for someone to tell me what's going on."

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he nodded slowly.

"I'll tell you what I can."

"That's not a promise."

"It's the best I can offer." He pushed off the paddock rail. "My prospect will be here before dark. Name's Danny—young, eager, knows which end of a gun to point at trouble. He'll stay out of your way unless you need him."

He was walking back to his bike, and Grace followed without quite meaning to.

"Torch."

He turned.

"Why are you doing this?" She gestured at the property, the fence line, all of it. "Your club could handle the Ferrantes without involving me at all. Just hit them and let me deal with the aftermath. Why the prospect, the updates, any of it?"

Something flickered in his eyes. That dark thing again, buried under the grin and the swagger.

"Because they hurt your horse," he said simply. "And because you didn't run when they told you to."

He kicked the engine to life.

"I'll be back tomorrow, Grace. After church." He revved once, dust kicking up behind the tires. "Lock your doors tonight. And keep that rifle where you can reach it."

Then he was gone, the V-twin roar fading into the afternoon heat.

Grace stood in the barn entrance, heart pounding harder than it should have been.

She told herself it was the danger. The Ferrantes, the smuggling operation, the threat to everything she'd built.

But she couldn't stop thinking about the way he'd tucked that strand of hair behind her ear.

Or the way her skin still tingled where he'd touched it.
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