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“Don’t stop.”

The words were a breathy gasp, torn from her throat by a shudder that racked her entire body. She arched her back, fingers digging into the thick, sweat-dampened fur of the centaur’s equine flank. The muscles beneath her palms rippled with his powerful, rhythmic movements.

“I have no intention of stopping, Abigail,” he rumbled, his voice a deep vibration she felt through her spine where it was pressed against the firm wall of his human torso. One of his large, calloused hands splayed across her stomach, holding her firmly against him. The other was braced against the mossy stone of the ancient forest ruin behind them. “Not until you can take no more.”

Gods, yes, she thought, her mind dissolving into a haze of pure, carnal sensation. This was madness. It was impossible. It was the most electrifying thing she had ever experienced.

And it had started with a simple wrong turn.

*
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Three hours earlier, Abigail’s boots had crunched on the pine-needle carpet of the Whispering Woods, the map in her hand utterly useless. The neat, printed trails meant for weekend hikers had given way to deer paths and tangled roots an hour ago. A research botanist by trade, she’d been lured off the main trail by the promise of a rare, moon-blooming orchid her thesis advisor had sworn was a myth. Now, as the sun dipped low, casting long, sinister shadows through the towering firs, the thrill of discovery was rapidly curdling into a chill of anxiety.

Just a little further, she told herself, pushing a low-hanging branch aside. Then I’ll turn back.

That’s when she heard it—not a bird, not an animal. A low, melodic humming. It was a tune, ancient and wordless, carried on the cool evening breeze. Curiosity, her eternal compass, pointed her toward it. She crept forward, her professional caution warring with an inexplicable pull.

She emerged into a small, hidden clearing where time seemed to have stood still. A circle of moss-covered monoliths, remnants of a forgotten people, stood sentinel around a still, dark pool. And there, at the water’s edge, was the source of the music.

He was a sculpture come to life. From the waist up, he was a man of breathtaking, rugged perfection—broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist, skin the color of sun-warmed oak, corded with lean muscle. His face was all sharp angles and noble lines, framed by a tumble of chestnut hair that fell to his shoulders. A simple leather band held it back from his focused, hazel eyes. But from the waist down...

He was a creature of myth. The powerful body of a dappled grey stallion, muscles shifting like liquid silver under his short coat as he bent to drink from the pool. His equine half was majestic, terrifying, beautiful.

Abigail’s breath hitched. A twig snapped under her boot.

The humming stopped. The centaur’s head snapped up, ears pricked forward. His eyes, intelligent and startlingly human, locked onto hers. There was no panic in his gaze, only a deep, assessing calm.

“You are lost,” he stated. His voice was exactly as she would have imagined—deep, resonant, with a timbre that vibrated in her chest.

“I... I am,” Abigail managed, her voice barely a whisper. She was a woman of science, of taxonomy and cellular structure. This defied every law she knew. Yet, here he was. “I didn’t think... your kind...”

“My kind prefer solitude,” he said, straightening to his full, imposing height. He towered over her, a good seven feet at the shoulder. He took a step closer, his hooves making soft thuds on the soft earth. “But the woods do not lie. They led you here. For a purpose, perhaps.”

He moved with a grace that belied his size, circling her slowly. Abigail stood frozen, not with fear, but with a dizzying, academic fascination mixed with something far more primal. The air smelled of damp earth, pine, and the clean, animal scent of him.

“My name is Kaelen,” he said, stopping before her. He leaned down, bringing his face level with hers. His gaze traveled over her—the practical hiking clothes, the dust on her cheeks, the way her pulse fluttered at her throat. “And you are?”

“Abigail.” She found her voice, stronger now. “I was looking for the Lunaria albiflora.”

A faint smile touched his lips. “The moon orchid. It grows on the northern cliff face. You are far from it.” His eyes darkened, the assessment turning more intimate. “But I find I am not sorry for the mistake.”

The directness was a shock, a current that went straight to her core. This wasn’t a human interaction. There were no games, no subtle cues. His interest was a palpable force in the clearing.

“Why?” she breathed.

“Because you look at me not with the fear of a prey animal, nor the disgust of a small-minded human,” Kaelen murmured. He reached out, and before she could flinch, his fingers brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. The touch was startlingly gentle. “You look at me with... wonder. And hunger. I can smell it on you.”

Abigail’s face flamed. He could smell her arousal? It was impossible, indecent... and utterly true. The sheer, magnificent maleness of him, the powerful fusion of man and beast, had ignited a fire low in her belly she hadn’t even acknowledged until he named it.

“That’s—” she began to protest, but he cut her off.

“Do not lie. Not here. Not to me.” His hand trailed down, calloused fingertips skimming the line of her jaw, then down the column of her throat. They came to rest on the first button of her flannel shirt. “The sun is setting. The night belongs to the ancient things. Would you like to see what wonders it holds?”

His question was an invitation, a challenge. Every rational cell in her brain screamed to run. But a deeper, older part of her—the part that had always sought the hidden, the wild, the true—sang in answer. She gave a single, shaky nod.

Kaelen’s smile widened. In one smooth, powerful motion, he bent his equine legs and shifted. Before she knew what was happening, his arm hooked around her waist and he lifted her from the ground as if she weighed nothing. He settled her sideways against the junction of his human and equine body, her legs dangling over his warm, solid flank. One strong arm banded around her, holding her securely against his chest.

“Hold on,” he whispered into her hair, and then he was moving.

It was nothing like riding a horse. It was faster, smoother, a fluid union of strength and speed that stole her breath. The forest became a blur of shadows and silver-edged leaves as Kaelen carried her deeper into his domain. She clung to him, her face pressed against the heat of his skin, her fingers tangled in the soft hair of his chest. The powerful muscles of his back and equine shoulders worked beneath her, a mesmerizing rhythm. The world reduced to the beat of his heart, the scent of his skin, and the thrilling, terrifying knowledge of where this was heading.

He brought her to another ruin, this one with a partially intact stone wall that created a sheltered alcove. Vines heavy with night-blooming jasmine draped over it, filling the air with a heady, sweet perfume. Here, he carefully set her down on her feet. The world seemed to tilt, her legs unsteady.

Kaelen turned to face her, his form immense and shadowed in the twilight. “You are not afraid.”

“I should be,” Abigail admitted, her voice husky. “But I’m not.”

“Good.” He closed the distance between them. This time, his hands came to the buttons of her shirt with deliberate intent. “Let me see you. All of you.”

There was no hesitation left in her. She helped him, her fingers fumbling alongside his until the shirt fell open. His breath caught as he pushed it from her shoulders, followed by her simple cotton bra. The cool night air pebbled her nipples, a sensation that was immediately followed by the shocking warmth of his palms covering her breasts. His hands were huge, rough with work and weapon-calluses, yet his touch was exquisite in its reverence.

“So soft,” he breathed, thumbs circling her peaked nipples, sending jolts of pure need straight to her core. She moaned, her head falling back.

He bent his head, and his mouth—a human mouth, warm and demanding—found her neck. He kissed, licked, nipped a path to her collarbone, while his hands continued their maddening exploration. His lips closed over one taut peak, and Abigail cried out, her hands flying to tangle in his thick hair. His tongue was hot and clever, lashing and suckling until she was trembling, her knees threatening to buckle.

He didn’t let her fall. With a low growl of approval, his hands moved to her hiking pants, making quick work of the button and zipper. He pushed them and her underwear down her hips in one firm motion, leaving her completely bare before him. He drank in the sight of her, his hazel eyes glowing with an inner fire.

“Beautiful,” he said, the word a prayer. “A human flower, blooming for me in the dark.”

He urged her back until her bare shoulders met the cool, rough stone of the wall. Then he knelt before her. Not on human knees, but by folding his powerful equine forelegs, lowering his massive body so his face was level with the apex of her thighs. The sight was so profoundly erotic, so wrong and yet so perfectly right, that a fresh flood of heat soaked her.

“Kaelen, I—”

“Quiet,” he commanded gently, his breath a hot caress against her most sensitive skin. “Let me taste this wonder.”

His tongue, that same wicked, talented muscle, swept through her folds in one long, languid stroke.

Abigail’s world exploded into white light. A choked scream tore from her throat as her hands scrabbled against the stone for purchase. He was relentless, his technique utterly alien and devastatingly effective. He explored her with a focused intensity, learning every fold, every secret spot that made her jerk and gasp. He lapped at her core, sipping her essence, then zeroed in on the swollen bud of her clit, circling it with torturous precision
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