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The forge was lying in the gravel like a dead animal.

Swamp spotted it from fifty yards out—a black iron mass beside a white farrier truck pulled onto the shoulder of County Road 415, halfway between DeLand and New Smyrna. The woman crouched next to it had her hands braced under the lip, knees bent, trying to deadlift two hundred pounds of cast iron back into the truck bed by herself.

He pulled his bike to the shoulder and killed the engine.

She didn't look up. Just kept straining against the weight, boots digging into the gravel, arms shaking with effort that wasn't going to be enough.

"That's not gonna work," he said.

"I noticed." Her voice came out tight, breathless. Cajun vowels underneath the strain. "You gonna stand there, or you gonna help?"

Swamp crossed to the forge and crouched on the opposite side. Got his hands under the base, felt the familiar weight of hot metal work—his grandmother had kept a smaller forge at the fish camp for mending traps.

"On three," he said.

"I know how to lift."

"Didn't say you didn't. One. Two."

They lifted together. The forge came up smooth, and they walked it to the tailgate and slid it into the truck bed with a clang that echoed off the pine flats.

The woman straightened, pushing dark hair off her forehead with the back of her wrist. She was lean and sun-weathered, maybe thirty or a little past, with the kind of forearms that came from years of actual work. Her hands were calloused in patterns he recognized—hammer grip, tong grip, the specific roughness of someone who shaped metal for a living.

"Elise Thibodaux," she said. Not a thank-you. Just a name, offered like a handshake she didn't have time for.

"Swamp."

Her eyes flicked to his cut—the Daytona Raiders patch, the Enforcer rocker underneath. Something shifted in her expression. Not fear. Assessment.

"That your real name?"

"It's the one I answer to."

She turned back to the truck bed, checking the forge's position. Her jaw was tight, and now that he was looking, he could see the tension running through her shoulders. The kind of tension that came from more than just a heavy lift.

"How'd it end up in the dirt?" he asked.

"Two men in a white pickup. They pulled up while I was loading after a job." Her hands moved over the forge, checking for damage. "Shoved it off the tailgate and told me to find a different route."

Swamp went still. "They touch you?"

"They tried." A thin smile that didn't reach her eyes. "I had a rasp in my hand. The tall one's going to have a scar on his forearm for a while."

Good.

He walked around the forge, examining it with eyes that had grown up around hot metal. The fire pot was cracked—a hairline fracture running from the air gate to the rim. Fixable, but not quickly.

"Fire pot's cracked," he said.

"I know." She pulled a steel plate from a toolbox bolted to the truck bed. "I can shim it. Run at half capacity until I can get it welded proper."

"What were you doing out here?"

"My job." She met his eyes, and there was steel in them that matched the plate in her hands. "I shoe horses across three counties. Drove out to a ranch on Maytown Road this morning, found chemical barrels dumped in the back pasture. Took pictures for the owner. Apparently someone didn't appreciate that."

Chemical barrels.

Swamp's hands curled at his sides.

He knew about the dump trucks. The whole club knew. Boyd Hauser's operation had been running poison through the backroads west of New Smyrna for months—construction debris, industrial waste, whatever companies would pay to make disappear. The Raiders had let it slide because Hauser kept his trucks off Raider-claimed roads and his problems away from Raider business.

That math had just changed.

"The men who hit you," he said. "White pickup. What else?"

"Tall one had a sun-burnt face, like he'd been working cattle. Shorter one was heavy, dark hair, diesel stains on his shirt." She slid the steel plate into place against the cracked fire pot, testing the fit. "They knew my truck. Knew my route. Called me by name."

"They've been watching you."

"Seems like."

"And you're still out here working."

Her chin came up. "I've got twenty horses to shoe this week and bills that don't pay themselves. You think I'm going to hide because two men with more muscle than sense decided to throw my tools in the dirt?"

Swamp studied her—this woman with forge soot on her forearms and a rasp scar on some asshole's arm. She wasn't backing down. Wasn't even considering it.

Something stirred in his chest. Something he hadn't felt in a long time.

"The men who did this," he said slowly. "They're running dump trucks through the same backroads I patrol. Boyd Hauser's operation. Construction waste, chemical barrels, anything that's too expensive to dispose of legally."

"I figured it was something like that." She tightened a bolt on the shimmed fire pot. "The barrels I found this morning had hazmat labels scraped off. Someone's paying good money to make problems disappear."

"And you're a problem now."

"Apparently."

He should walk away. This wasn't club business—not yet. Some farrier getting pushed around on a county road didn't warrant bringing it to chapel, didn't justify putting Raider resources on the line.

But he'd seen the barrels on the backroads. Smelled the chemical stink drifting from the dump sites on humid nights. Watched Hauser's trucks roll past like they owned roads the Raiders had bled to keep clear.

And now this woman—this stubborn, steel-spined woman who'd put a rasp through a man's arm rather than back down—was standing in their path.

"You got somewhere safe to keep the truck tonight?" he asked.

"There's a stable off 44 where I do regular work. Owner lets me park in the equipment barn."

"Name?"

"Mackey. Jim Mackey."

Swamp filed it away. "I'll have someone check on the place tonight. Make sure nobody comes back to finish what they started."

Her eyes narrowed. "I didn't ask for protection."

"Didn't say you did."

"Then why offer it?"

He met her gaze. Held it.

"Because you put a rasp through a man's arm instead of running, and because the men who did this are running poison through roads my club keeps clear." He stepped closer, and she didn't back away. "That makes this my business now."

"Your business." Her voice was flat. "And what does that mean for me?"

"It means you're not alone out here anymore."

Something flickered in her expression—surprise, maybe, or the first crack in the armor she'd been holding up since he'd pulled over. Just a flash, quickly buried.

"I've been alone a long time," she said. "I know how to handle it."

"I don't doubt that." He pulled a card from his cut pocket—plain white, just a phone number, no name. "But if those men come back, or if anyone else decides you're a problem they need to solve, you call that number. Day or night."

She took the card. Looked at it. Looked at him.

"And if I don't?"

"Then I'll find out anyway." He turned toward his bike. "I patrol these roads, Elise. Nothing happens on them I don't hear about."

He threw a leg over the Harley, felt the familiar settle of weight and chrome. She was still standing by the truck when he kicked the engine to life, the card in her hand, the cracked forge behind her.

"Swamp." Her voice cut through the idle rumble.

He looked back.

"The barrels I found this morning. The ranch owner's name is Della Patterson. Seventy-two years old, runs the place alone since her husband died. She's got eight horses and a stock pond those barrels are about to poison." Elise's jaw tightened. "If your club's got business with the men doing this, maybe you should know whose land they're destroying."

Swamp held her gaze for a long moment.

"I'll remember that," he said.

He pulled onto the county road and pointed the bike toward New Smyrna, the image of Elise Thibodaux burning in his mind—forge soot on her arms, steel in her spine, and absolutely no intention of backing down from men who'd made a very bad mistake.

Hauser's operation had been someone else's problem for too long.

That was about to change.
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The fire pot held.

Elise tested it at six in the morning, heating scrap steel until it glowed cherry-red, then hammering it flat on her uncle's anvil. The shim she'd cut from plate steel wasn't pretty, but it sealed the crack well enough to maintain draw. Half capacity. Maybe sixty percent if she babied it.

It would have to do.

She loaded her tools into the truck—nippers, rasps, pritchel, the curved hoof knife her uncle had ground from an old farrier's blade forty years ago. The anvil sat bolted to its mount in the truck bed, two hundred pounds of Swedish steel that had traveled from Louisiana to Florida in the back of this same truck three years ago.

Three years since she'd left. Three years since the restraining order, the empty bank account, the moment she'd realized that staying meant dying.

She didn't think about it anymore. Couldn't afford to.

The drive to the Volusia County stable took forty minutes on roads she knew better than her own heartbeat. Past the orange groves gone fallow, the cattle ranches with their white-fenced paddocks, the unmarked turnoffs that led to properties most people didn't know existed.

This was her circuit. Three counties, twenty to thirty horses a week, six days of driving and trimming and shaping steel to fit hooves that didn't want to cooperate.

It was hers.

And she wasn't giving it up for anyone.



The Mackey stable sat at the end of a dirt drive lined with live oaks, Spanish moss hanging low enough to brush the truck's roof. Jim Mackey met her at the barn with coffee in a thermos and three horses cross-tied in the aisle.

"Heard about the trouble," he said, handing her the thermos. "Linda Betts called last night. Said you found barrels on Della's place."

"Chemical waste." Elise took a long drink of coffee, letting the heat settle her. "Hazmat labels scraped off. Someone's been dumping on the back pasture."

"Della's not the only one." Jim's weathered face creased with worry. "Tom Hendricks found the same thing on his property last month. Didn't report it—said he was afraid of what might happen if he did."

"And now someone's making sure I'm afraid too."

"Are you?"

Elise set down the thermos and pulled her tool bucket from the truck.

"I've got horses to shoe, Jim. Fear doesn't factor into it."

She worked through the morning in the rhythm that had defined her life since she was twelve years old, watching her uncle shape steel on a forge just like hers. Trim the hoof, clean the frog, measure the shoe. Heat, hammer, shape. Quench, fit, nail.

The first horse was an easy keeper—a fourteen-year-old quarter horse mare who stood like a statue while Elise worked. The second was a young thoroughbred gelding who tried to lean his entire weight on her shoulder. The third was a rescue with hooves so overgrown it took an hour just to get them level.

By noon, her shoulders ached and her forearms burned, and the cracked fire pot had held through all of it.

Small victories.

She was quenching the last shoe when the rumble of a motorcycle cut through the afternoon heat.

Elise straightened, water dripping from the hot steel, and watched Swamp roll through the stable gate.

He killed the engine and dismounted in one fluid motion, all lean muscle and unhurried grace. His cut was dusty from the road, and his dark hair was tied back in a way that emphasized the thin scar along his left cheekbone.

He looked like exactly what he was—dangerous.

"You followed me," she said.

"Checked on you." He crossed to the fence where she was working, leaning against the rails with an ease that somehow still felt territorial. "There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"Following implies I didn't know where you'd be." His eyes swept over her setup—the forge, the anvil, the tools laid out with precision. "You told me you had horses to shoe. This is the only stable on 44."

"So you're smart and you're nosy."

"I prefer thorough."

Elise turned back to the shoe, fitting it against the gelding's hoof, checking the angle. She could feel Swamp's gaze on her back like a physical weight.

"The men who hit you yesterday," he said. "They work for a man named Boyd Hauser. Runs an illegal dumping operation across two counties—construction debris, chemical waste, anything companies will pay to make disappear."

"I figured it was organized."

"More than organized. Hauser's got fourteen men, routes mapped across every backroad between here and Flagler, and an enforcement arm that keeps landowners quiet." A pause. "You're not the first person they've pushed around. You're just the first one who pushed back."

She nailed the shoe home, four quick strokes, then set the hoof down and straightened.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means you're on their radar now." He pushed off the fence, stepping closer. "The man you cut with the rasp—his name's Dale Crisp. He runs Hauser's enforcement. And he doesn't forget a slight."

"Good. Neither do I."

Something flickered in Swamp's expression—surprise, maybe, or the beginning of a smile he didn't let fully form.

"You always this stubborn?"

"My mama called it determined." Elise wiped her hands on her leather apron. "My ex-husband called it a lot of other things. I stopped caring about other people's words for it a long time ago."

"Ex-husband."

"That's what I said."

He was quiet for a moment, studying her with those dark eyes that seemed to see more than she wanted to show.

"The other ranches on your circuit," he said finally. "How many of them have found dumped barrels?"

"Two that I know of. Jim says there are more who haven't reported it."

"And you drive past all of them. Six days a week."

"It's my route."

"It's also Hauser's hauling corridor." He stepped closer again, and this time she didn't have the forge between them. "You're crossing his operation every time you drive to work. That makes you a witness."

"I'm a farrier. I shoe horses. I don't see anything that isn't directly in front of a hoof."

"That's not how Hauser's going to see it."

"Then Hauser can take it up with me directly."

Swamp's jaw tightened. For a moment, she thought he might argue—might try to tell her what to do, the way men always seemed to think they had the right.

Instead, he pulled out his phone and made a call.

"Torch. I need a prospect on the backroad circuit between DeLand and New Smyrna. Starting tomorrow morning, five AM." A pause. "Yeah. I'll explain at chapel."

He hung up and met her eyes.

"What was that?" she demanded.

"Insurance."

"I didn't ask for—"

"You didn't ask for any of this." His voice dropped, and something in it made her breath catch. "But you've got it anyway. A prospect will follow your route starting tomorrow. He won't get in your way, won't interfere with your work. But if Crisp or anyone else decides to try again, he'll be there."

"And if I say no?"

"Then I follow you myself." He stepped into her space, close enough that she could smell road dust and leather and something underneath that was purely male. "Your choice, Elise. Prospect in a truck, or me on your tail every mile of every day."

She should have been angry. Should have told him to go to hell, that she'd been taking care of herself since before he knew her name.

But there was something in the way he looked at her—something fierce and protective that didn't feel like control. It felt like... concern.

Real concern, from a man who had no reason to care what happened to a farrier on a county road.

"Why?" she asked quietly. "Why does this matter to you?"

"Because those roads are mine." His eyes held hers, dark and certain. "And because you shouldn't have to fight alone just to do your job."

The words hit her somewhere she'd thought she'd armored over years ago.

She'd been alone so long. Handled everything herself—the bad marriage, the escape, the rebuilding. Hadn't let anyone close because close meant vulnerable, and vulnerable meant broken.

But this man wasn't trying to get close. He was just... standing there. Offering something she hadn't known she needed.

"Fine," she said. "The prospect. Not you."

"Why not me?"

"Because you're distracting."

The word slipped out before she could stop it, and she watched his expression shift—surprise giving way to something warmer. Something that made her pulse kick up in a way that had nothing to do with fear.

"Distracting," he repeated.

"Don't let it go to your head."

"Wouldn't dream of it."

She turned back to her tools, gathering them with hands that weren't quite steady. Behind her, she heard him move—boots on gravel, the creak of leather.

"Elise."

She looked back.

He was standing by his bike, one hand on the handlebars, watching her with an intensity that felt like a brand.

"I'm taking this to chapel tonight," he said. "Hauser's operation, the dumping, what they did to you. By tomorrow morning, this isn't just my problem anymore. It's club business."

"And what does that mean?"

"It means Boyd Hauser made a mistake when his men touched your forge." Swamp swung onto the bike, kicked the engine to life. "And he's going to learn exactly how big a mistake it was."

He pulled out of the stable yard without looking back, leaving Elise standing in the dust with her uncle's tools and a feeling in her chest she couldn't quite name.

She'd spent three years building a life that didn't depend on anyone.

Now a man in a leather cut was promising to burn down the people who'd threatened her, and instead of being afraid, she felt something she hadn't felt in longer than she could remember.

Hope.

Dangerous, stupid hope.

She picked up her tools and got back to work.
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