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The horse screamed first.

Stitch was cutting through the trailer lot toward his bike when the sound hit him—that high, panicked shriek that only came from a thousand-pound animal in genuine terror. Then a woman's voice, shouting profanity creative enough to make a Marauder blush, and the unmistakable thud of fists on flesh.

He was running before his brain finished processing.

Around a dusty white gooseneck trailer, past a pickup with Texas plates, and then the scene snapped into focus with the clinical clarity that had kept men alive in Afghanistan and kept brothers breathing in Memphis.

Three men dragging a woman away from her rig. Fourth man inside the horse trailer with something that sparked and crackled—hot wires, Stitch's brain supplied, the kind you used to make an animal associate pain with whatever you wanted it to fear.

The horse—a chestnut mare with white socks—was rearing against her tie, eyes rolling white, screaming again.

The woman was fighting like a wildcat despite being outweighed by at least sixty pounds per man. Blood on her lip. Dirt on her jeans. Boot connecting with someone's shin hard enough to make him howl.

Stitch didn't announce himself.

The first man went down to a throat strike that collapsed his windpipe. The second caught an elbow to the temple that dropped him like a marionette with cut strings. The third—smarter or more cowardly—released the woman and ran, boots churning dust as he vanished between trailers.

The fourth came out of the horse trailer fast, hot wires still in his hand, face twisted with the particular rage of a man whose easy job just got complicated.

Stitch was already there.

He caught the man's wrist, twisted until bones ground, and drove his knee into his gut. The hot wires clattered to the ground. A palm strike to the jaw sent him sprawling, and Stitch followed him down with a chokehold that went from application to unconsciousness in eight seconds flat.

He let the body drop and turned.

The woman was on her feet, chest heaving, split lip dripping blood onto her faded rodeo t-shirt. Sun-streaked brown hair in a braid that had mostly come undone. Short and wiry, with the kind of lean muscle that came from real work, not gym time. Her eyes—hazel, furious, assessing—tracked from the unconscious men to Stitch and back again.

"Son of a bitch." Her voice was hoarse. "I was about to kill that one."

"He'll live." Stitch moved toward the trailer where the mare was still stamping and blowing. "Barely."

"That's the problem." She pushed past him, making a sound in her throat—low, soothing—that cut through the mare's panic like a blade. "Easy, Banner. Easy, girl. They're done. You're okay."

The horse's ears flicked forward. Her stamping slowed.

Stitch watched the woman run her hands down the mare's legs, checking for injury with the automatic competence of someone who'd done it ten thousand times. Her fingers probed the horse's mouth, her flanks, her chest—anywhere the hot wires might have touched.

"She's fine." The woman straightened, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. "Scared, not hurt."

Only then did she turn back to Stitch.

He got his first real look at her in the dusty afternoon light. Permanent hat-line tan across her forehead. Rope-burn scars on her palms. The kind of pretty that didn't know it was pretty because it was too busy working to look in a mirror.

"You're bleeding," he said.

"I noticed."

He stepped closer, reaching for her chin on instinct—the medic's autopilot that had assessed a thousand wounds in worse conditions than a Memphis fairground. Her lip was split clean, probably from a backhand, already swelling.

She swatted his hands away.

"I'm fine." Her eyes narrowed. "Who the hell are you?"

"Stitch." He let his hands drop but didn't step back. "Memphis Marauders."

Something flickered across her face—recognition, calculation, the quick mental math of a woman who'd spent enough time on the road to know what an MC patch meant.

"Barrel racer?" he asked, though he already knew. The trailer, the mare, the calluses that matched her profession.

"Corinne Doherty." She swiped blood from her lip with the back of her hand. "And the asshole who needs an ambulance instead of a hearse? That's your fault."

"You'd rather I let you kill him?"

"I'd rather I got to decide." She stepped around him to check Banner again, her hand running down the mare's neck in long, calming strokes. "Took me nine years to get four events from Vegas. You think I'm letting some piece of shit with a cattle prod take that from me?"

Stitch filed the information. Nine years. Four events. Vegas—the national finals, the barrel racing championship that every rider on the circuit chased like religion.

"These men work for someone," he said. "This wasn't random."

"Pike." She spat the name like poison. "Garrett Pike. Runs a fixing syndicate out of Texarkana. Crooked betting books, rigged outcomes, the whole dirty operation." Her jaw tightened. "He wants me to pull Banner from two events. Finish outside qualification. His short position against my ranking is worth six figures."

Stitch's assessment shifted, recalculated. Not a random attack—a targeted operation. Not street thugs—syndicate enforcers.

"The hot wires," he said.

"Preview of what happens to Banner if I don't comply." Corinne's voice went flat and cold. "Three other riders had 'accidents' this season. Injured horses, broken equipment, falls that looked almost natural." She met his gaze. "I'm not pulling my horse. I'm not throwing my ranking. And I'm not running from a man who thinks he can buy my career for the price of a betting slip."

The mare nudged her shoulder, and Corinne leaned into the contact without looking away from Stitch.

He assessed her the way he'd assess a wound—systematically, without sentiment. Split lip, minor. Bruises forming on her arms where they'd grabbed her. Adrenaline still running hot but controlled, channeled into defiance rather than panic.

Combat-grade composure in a barrel racer's body.

"How many men does Pike have?" he asked.

"Forty, give or take. Bookies, scouts, drivers. Maybe eighteen enforcers who travel the circuit looking like rodeo fans until they don't." She gestured at the unconscious bodies. "These four were the polite introduction. The hot wires were the warning."

"And if you don't comply?"

"Then they stop being polite." Her smile was sharp enough to cut. "But I've been kicked by horses and thrown from saddles since I was seven years old. Some asshole with a gambling problem doesn't scare me."

Stitch felt something shift in his chest—not the clinical assessment, but something underneath it. Something that recognized the particular kind of strength that came from refusing to break.

"Pike's men operated on Memphis fairgrounds," he said. "That's Marauder territory."

"So?"

"So they just made it club business."

Corinne studied him for a long moment. The medic who'd appeared out of nowhere and dropped four men like he was sorting laundry. The still, quiet presence that her horse trusted even in panic. The hands that had reached for her split lip with the automatic care of someone who fixed broken things for a living.

"I don't need protection," she said.

"Didn't offer any." Stitch pulled out his phone. "Just stating facts. Pike moved on our ground. That means he moved on us."

He dialed Titan and waited.

"Stitch." The president's voice, low and steady. "Problem?"

"Situation at the fairgrounds. Four men down, one runner. Pike syndicate out of Texarkana—fixing operation moving on a rider in our territory." He watched Corinne soothe her horse, her hands steady despite the blood still wet on her lip. "Going to need a cleanup crew. And probably church."

"Pike." Titan's tone sharpened. "I know that name. Heard he was expanding."

"He just expanded into Memphis."

A pause. Then: "Bring me everything. Tonight."

"Copy."

He hung up and found Corinne watching him with those sharp hazel eyes.

"Church?" she asked.

"Club meeting." He pocketed his phone. "You're going to need to tell them what you told me. Pike, the syndicate, the threats."

"And then?"

"And then we figure out how to make sure he never threatens what's ours again."

Her eyebrow arched. "What's yours? I'm not Marauder property."

"No." Stitch met her gaze, something flickering behind his steady expression. "But you're in Marauder territory. And right now, that makes you our problem."

"I'm nobody's problem."

"Didn't say you were a problem." He gestured at the unconscious men beginning to stir in the dust. "Said you have one. There's a difference."

Corinne opened her mouth to argue, then stopped. Her eyes moved from him to the men on the ground to her horse, still trembling slightly from the trauma of the hot wires.

"Fine." The word came out clipped, reluctant. "But I'm driving my own rig, and Banner comes with me. Non-negotiable."

"Wouldn't expect anything else."

She turned back to her horse, and Stitch watched her settle Banner with the same precise attention he'd use on a wounded brother. Checking vitals. Assessing damage. Ensuring stability before moving on to the next crisis.

He'd come to the fairgrounds to pick up supplies for the compound's med bay. He was leaving with a barrel racer, a horse, and a syndicate war brewing on Marauder territory.

Some days the job found you.

Stitch pulled out his phone again and started making calls.
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Corinne checked Banner's legs before she checked her own split lip.

It wasn't vanity—it was math. A barrel racer's horse was the career. The career paid the entry fees. The entry fees got you to Vegas. And Vegas was the only thing that mattered after nine years of trailer living, empty wallets, and runs that came up two-tenths of a second short.

Banner stood quiet now, the panic fading from her dark eyes as Corinne's hands moved over her body with practiced care. Legs clean—no swelling, no heat, no sensitivity that suggested the bastards with the hot wires had done real damage. Mouth clear. Flanks unmarked.

"Good girl." Corinne pressed her forehead to the mare's neck and breathed in the familiar smell of horse sweat and hay dust. "You're okay. We're okay."

Behind her, she heard the medic moving—quiet, deliberate footsteps that somehow didn't spook Banner even though a stranger in her space usually earned pinned ears and stomping hooves.

Corinne turned to study him properly for the first time.

Stitch stood at the edge of her trailer lot like he belonged there, phone conversation finished, watching her with eyes that catalogued everything. Six feet even, athletic and coiled, with close-cropped dark hair and a stillness that wasn't calm—it was everything held in place through sheer will.

She'd met men like that before. Dangerous men. Men who moved through rodeo bars and fairground lots with the particular energy of predators assessing their territory.

But this one had gentle hands. She'd seen it when he reached for her split lip—automatic, careful, the touch of someone who fixed broken things instead of creating them.

"Your cleanup crew," she said. "How long?"

"Twenty minutes." He didn't move closer. Didn't crowd her space. Just stood there, watching, that constant assessment running behind his eyes. "The one who ran will report back to Pike. He'll know his men failed."

"Good." Corinne grabbed a brush from her tack box and started working Banner's coat, long strokes that soothed the mare and settled her own nerves. "Maybe it'll make him think twice."

"It won't."

She paused mid-stroke. "You sound sure."

"Men like Pike don't think twice. They double down." Stitch's voice was measured, precise—each word placed with the deliberation of someone who'd learned to value language. "He's got a six-figure position against your ranking. Walking away means admitting he read the odds wrong."

"So he'll come harder."

"He'll come smarter." Stitch leaned against the side of her trailer, arms crossed. "The hot wires were a preview. Next time it won't be a warning."

Corinne resumed brushing, letting the rhythm ground her. She'd known Pike was dangerous when his men first approached her three weeks ago—polite threats wrapped in country-boy charm, suggestions that her season might go easier if Banner had a convenient injury.

She'd told them where to shove their suggestions.

Apparently they'd taken it personally.

"Pike's operation," Stitch said. "Tell me everything."

"Thought your president wanted the briefing."

"He does. I want it first."

She glanced at him over her shoulder. "Why?"

"Because I'm the one standing in your trailer lot." His expression didn't change, but something in his tone shifted—darker, more possessive. "And I'm the one who's going to make sure you get to those four events."

Corinne's brush stilled.

Nobody had offered to help her. Not the other riders, who were too scared of Pike to speak up. Not the rodeo officials, who were either bought or blind. Not the cops, who didn't give a damn about a barrel racer's problems when there were real crimes to investigate.

And now a stranger in a leather cut was standing in her lot, promising to protect a career he had no stake in.

"Why?" The question came out harder than she intended. "What's in it for you?"

"Territory." Stitch's voice was flat. "Pike's men operated on Memphis fairgrounds. That means he thinks he can move on Marauder ground without consequences."

"So this is about your club's pride."

"This is about making sure a man who hurts horses and threatens women understands there are lines he can't cross." His eyes met hers. "Pride's got nothing to do with it."

Corinne held his gaze, searching for the angle. Nine years on the road had taught her to spot bullshit from a hundred yards—the sponsors who promised support and delivered excuses, the cowboys who offered help and expected payment in her trailer afterward, the promoters who smiled through lies.

She didn't see bullshit in Stitch's steady stare.

She saw something worse: sincerity.

"Fine." She turned back to Banner, brush moving through the mare's mane now. "Pike runs a fixing syndicate. Betting books on rodeo, horse racing, small-track events across five states. He's got maybe forty men—bookies who travel the circuit, scouts who identify targets, drivers who move money."

"And the muscle?"

"Eighteen enforcers, give or take. They look like rodeo fans until they don't." She thought of the men who'd dragged her away from her rig, their pearl-snap shirts and worn boots blending perfectly into the fairground crowd. "The one who ran—Vickers. Clint Vickers. He's Pike's crew boss. Runs the enforcers who handle the dirty work."

Stitch filed the name. She could see him doing it—that constant assessment cataloguing the information like ammunition.

"Three riders got hurt this season," she continued. "Tina Morales in Shreveport—her mare went down during a warm-up, looked like a tendon injury but nobody could explain how it happened. Jake Whitfield in Little Rock—his truck rolled coming off I-40, steering failure they said, except Jake's been driving rigs since he was sixteen and never had steering problems. Carmen Reyes in Fort Worth—" She stopped, swallowed. "Carmen was my friend. She fell during a run. Broke her collarbone. Her mare had burns on her flank nobody noticed until afterward."

"Hot wires."

"That's my guess." Corinne's grip tightened on the brush. "Carmen's out for the season. So are Tina and Jake. Three riders who were ranked above me, three riders who had 'accidents,' and suddenly I'm climbing the standings just in time for Pike's short position to print money."

"He's betting against you."

"He's betting against my ranking. Difference is math." She faced Stitch fully now, Banner calm behind her. "If I qualify for Vegas, Pike's position loses six figures. If I pull Banner from two events and finish outside the cutoff, he cashes in."

"And you told him no."

"I told him to go fuck himself." Her smile was sharp. "Apparently that was the wrong answer."

Something flickered across Stitch's face—not quite a smile, but close. The first crack in that controlled stillness.

"Pike's got a ranch outside Texarkana," she continued. "Runs his operation from there when he's not traveling the circuit. That's where the money flows. That's where he makes his calls."

"How far?"

"Four hours, give or take." She shrugged. "Close enough to hit any fairground between here and the Texas border overnight. Far enough that nobody connects him to the 'accidents' that keep happening at rodeos."

Stitch was quiet for a moment, processing. She watched the assessment run—the same methodical calculation she used when she walked a barrel pattern, mapping every turn, every stride, every fraction of a second that could mean the difference between Vegas and another year on the road.

"Your next event," he said finally. "When?"

"Tuesday. Tupelo, Mississippi."

"Three days."

"Banner runs Tuesday afternoon. Qualifying time gets me one step closer to the finals." She lifted her chin. "I'm not missing it."

"Didn't ask you to."

"Good." She held his gaze. "Because I'm not pulling my horse. I'm not throwing my ranking. And I'm not hiding from a man who thinks my career is a line item on his betting sheet."

"Nobody's asking you to hide."

"Then what are you asking?"

Stitch pushed off the trailer and closed the distance between them—not threatening, but present. She could smell leather and something clean underneath, feel the heat of him even without contact.

"I'm asking you to let me watch your back," he said. "While you do exactly what you've been doing for nine years."

Corinne's heart rate kicked up, and she hated herself for it. She didn't need a man watching her back. Didn't need anyone's protection. She'd been hauling horses across five states since she was twenty-two, sleeping in her trailer, shoeing her own mares, handling her own problems.

But Pike wasn't a problem she could handle with a fence post and profanity.

"Your club," she said slowly. "They're going to help because Pike stepped on their territory?"

"That's part of it."

"What's the other part?"

Stitch didn't answer. Just looked at her with those assessing eyes, the medic's gaze that catalogued every split lip and bruise and stubborn set of her jaw.

"Cleanup's here." He nodded toward the end of the lot, where two trucks were pulling in with men in leather cuts visible through the windshields. "You should ice
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