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​Chapter 1

The bright orange training bucket caught the overhead lights like a distress beacon. I clutched it to my chest with both hands, regulation polo already sticking to my skin, and stepped into the first reinforced stall at Hoof Haven. Hay. Warmed lube. Faint antiseptic. My heart hammered so hard I could feel it in my throat. Day one. Redemption arc. Do not fuck this up.

The red polo shirt was two sizes too small. I knew this the moment the head attendant tossed it at me with a sympathetic grimace. Now it hugged my full breasts like a second skin, the fabric stretched taut, riding up to expose a strip of soft stomach every time I breathed. My shoulder-length auburn hair had already escaped its ponytail in chaotic wisps, framing a face that had been flushed scarlet since breakfast. The freckles across my nose and cleavage burned hot with embarrassment before I’d even done anything embarrassing. A personal record.

“First client at nine,” the shift supervisor had said, clipboard tucked under her arm. “Thom Caldwell. Regular. Ex-mounted police. Be gentle with the left hind.” She’d paused. “And with yourself, new girl. The barn eats perfectionists for breakfast.”

I made a noise like that made sense. It didn’t.

The rubber-matted floor gave slightly under my trainers. The stall walls were reinforced steel painted a clinical cream, the kind that could take a kick without buckling. A breeding bench sat against the far wall, unused. Industrial lube pump on the side shelf. Towel rack. Everything clean, everything waiting. The smell of cedar shavings from the neighboring stalls mingled with something warmer, muskier—equine bodies at rest. My veterinary nursing training recognized it. My nervous system treated it like a live wire.

Eight million views. That’s how many people had watched me trip during my final practical, delivering an accidental extreme close-up of a stallion’s reproductive tract to a livestream audience that included my professors, my future employers, and several parody accounts with six-figure followings. Eight million people had seen me face-plant into equine genitalia with a speculum in one hand and dignity in the other. The video had a soundtrack. Someone had added circus music.

I clutched the bucket tighter. The handle dug into my palm.

The stall door slid open with a heavy metallic rumble.

I stepped forward. My right foot caught the bucket handle. The world tilted. Physics happened.

I pitched forward with the elegant grace of a drunk flamingo, the bucket clattering away, both hands splaying out for something—anything—to grab. There was a wall of warm velvet-brown in front of me. I hit it face-first.

Cedar. Hay. Primal musk, richer and warmer than any antiseptic classroom I’d trained in. My cheek flattened against what had to be pectoral muscle, dense and yielding and hot enough to make my skin prickle. My entire face fit against one pec with room to spare. A heartbeat thudded against my ear, slow and massive, like distant thunder.

“Oh god,” I said into his chest. “Oh god, oh god, oh god.”

Above me, his voice rolled out of a chest the size of a wine barrel. Smoked honey over gravel.

“Easy, love.” A pause. Warm amusement threading through the baritone. “Which end are you after? I’ve got two, but only one’s booked for today.”

My entire body went nuclear. Scarlet from collarbone to hairline, the freckles across my nose blazing like signal fires. I scrambled backward, hands fluttering, ponytail coming completely undone, auburn wisps sticking to my sweaty temples.

“I’m so sorry—I’m the new attendant—Maeve—not Charlotte, the booking system sometimes—I tripped on the bucket—which is orange, very visible, no excuse—and your chest is very—” I sucked in air. “I’m here for the relief milking. The booked end. The, um. The front one. Sir.”

Sir. I’d called him sir. Like he was my commanding officer and not a centaur client I’d just face-planted into.

He stood there, and standing was not a small thing for Thom Caldwell. Nineteen hands at the withers. Seven-foot-two of chestnut human torso mounted on powerful velvet-brown equine flanks. Amber eyes, patient rather than amused. His dark hair was cropped short, military-neat. A scar ran along his left hind fetlock, pale against the dark coat. He held perfectly still, the way very large beings learn to do around very small, breakable things.

“No harm done,” he said, and his voice did something to the pit of my stomach that had nothing to do with embarrassment. “Bucket’s the real villain here. Always has been.”

I laughed. It burst out of me, high and slightly unhinged, and the sound bounced off the steel walls. “It really is. The bucket’s out to get me. It has been since training. I think it’s personal.”

His mouth curved, slow and gentle, and the patience in his face made my panic worse in a completely unfair way.

“You’re the new girl,” he said, already certain.

“The one with the red face. Yes.” I bent to retrieve the bucket, which gave me a merciful moment to hide the fact that my cheeks were still burning. “Freshly certified. Six weeks of training. Top of my class in theory, bottom in practical coordination. Hence the—” I gestured at the space between us, where my dignity had recently been splattered.

“Hence the memorable entrance.” He shifted his weight, the massive equine body adjusting with fluid grace. The scar on his fetlock caught the light. “I like memorable.”

My chest did a complicated flip. Relief, yes, but with heat under it. Enough to make my fingers clumsy as I set the bucket down and reached for my clipboard.

The livestream. The circus music. The comment section that had dissected my clumsy hands, my startled yelp, the way my ponytail had swung like a pendulum as I fell. Every visible flaw meant rejection. That was the rule. That was the law I’d built my post-humiliation life around.

And here was Thom Caldwell in all his impossible height, watching me without mockery. Warmth. Patience. The kindness of a very large creature choosing to be gentle.

My clipboard shook in my hands. The first client of my first day. The first chance to prove I wasn’t just a punchline.

I had already face-planted into his chest.

“Shall we,” I said, voice cracking on the second word, “get started?”



I squared my shoulders. Deep breath. Professional voice. The clipboard rattled softly in my hands, but I was determined. Determined to sound like I knew what I was doing, even if every cell in my body was screaming the opposite.

“So, Mr. Caldwell—Thom—the relief milking procedure involves manual stimulation of the, um.” I scanned my notes. The word sat there in black and white, clinical and impossible. “The urethral diva-ticulum.”

Silence.

The word hung between us. Urethral diva-ticulum. Not diverticulum. Diva-ticulum. Like it was a particularly demanding anatomical structure with backstage demands and a dressing room.

“Oh my god.” The clipboard hit my thigh with a soft thwack. “Diverticulum. Urethral diverticulum. I’m so sorry, it’s the first day and my brain is—the livestream—I swear I know the words, they just come out wrong when I’m nervous, and I’m always nervous, it’s basically my resting state—”

Thom’s laugh came low and warm from that massive chest. Not at me. With me. His laugh lines deepened, and for one dangerous second I forgot to be mortified.

“Diva-ticulum,” he repeated, rolling the word around like he was tasting it. “I like it. Has personality.”

My cheeks burned. The freckles across my nose went thermonuclear. “Please don’t encourage me. I’ll start naming all your anatomical structures after celebrities. Your medial ring will become Beyoncé.”

“Medial ring Beyoncé has a nice ring to it.” He didn’t even blink.

I laughed despite myself. High, slightly wild, the sound bouncing off the steel walls. “I’m supposed to be the professional here.”

“You are being professional,” he said. “Professional and very entertaining. Rare combo.”

The black flanks of his equine body gleamed under the stall lights, powerful and still. His chestnut human torso towered over my five-foot-three frame like a redwood over a sapling. I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes, and even then, I was mostly looking at the strong line of his jaw, the short-cropped dark hair, the patient set of his shoulders. All chestnut height and ex-mounted-police control, standing with the deliberate stillness of someone who knew exactly how much space he occupied.

I dragged the stepladder over. It screeched against the rubber matting, one wobble away from collapse. My hands shook. Every movement came with its own soundtrack.

“Stepladder acquired. Very stable. Very professional stepladder.” I climbed the first rung. It wobbled. “Oh. Okay. That’s a wobble. That’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”

The second rung held. The third. I was eye level with his sternum now, close enough to smell the cedar and hay layered into his skin. My regulation polo pulled tight over my breasts, and I could feel sweat beading along my hairline. The auburn wisps stuck to my temples.

“Consent check,” I said, forcing my voice steady. Gloves on. Lube pump in hand. “You’re here for manual relief milking of the, um, front anatomy. I’ll be using both hands, working the shaft from base to Beyoncé—Beyoncé—with emphasis on the ring itself. Pressure adjustable. Speed adjustable. Safe word is ‘bucket,’ because apparently it’s my nemesis. Any questions? Concerns? Last chance to request a different attendant who knows how to pronounce words?”

Thom studied me with those warm amber eyes. His expression changed, not pity, not mockery. Interest, maybe. Interest was worse. Interest made my stomach do a slow, dangerous flip.

“Only question is whether you’re still good, little disaster.” His voice dropped, the baritone moving through the air between us. “You’re shaking.”

I was. My hands shook around the lube bottle. My knees wobbled on the stepladder. Every visible sign of nervousness on display, and he’d seen it all: the face-plant, the mispronunciation, the wobbling ladder. He was still here. Still patient. Still asking if I was good.

The power in that question undid me. Not command. Choice. He was giving it back to me, visibly, in a room where his body could have filled every inch of the air.

I dipped my chin. Swallowed. “I’m good. I’m—yes. I’m good.”

“Then I’m good.” He settled his weight, the massive equine body shifting with fluid control. “Whenever you’re ready.”

The lube warmed in my palms. I squeezed a generous amount, the clear gel catching the light, and reached for him.

His cock was already half-hard. Thick, heavy, the velvet skin warm under my gloves. I wrapped both hands around the base and felt a beat kick through him.

“Oh,” I said, very softly.

The clinical session cracked. Just like that. One answering beat under my hands, and the wall between procedure and person crumbled. My thumbs found the heavy ring—Beyoncé—and circled it experimentally. The tissue answered, responsive and hot.

“Good?” I asked, the word barely audible.

“Very good,” Thom said. His voice had dropped an octave, rough at the edges. “Just like that, love.”

Love. The endearment landed somewhere below my navel and ignited. My fingers worked the shaft, both small hands barely spanning its girth, and I had to lean my whole body into each stroke. The stepladder complained beneath me. My ponytail had come completely undone now, auburn hair falling around my flushed face, and sweat tracked down my spine beneath the too-small polo.

Every stroke was awkward. Intimate. My body pressed against his equine flank for balance, the warmth of him seeping through the thin fabric of my shirt. His human torso loomed above me, chest rising and falling with deeper breaths, and when he laughed low in that massive chest, I felt it against my cheek.

Unforgivable. What that sound did to me. It traveled through my skin and settled low in my belly, a warm, heavy curl of want that had no business being here on my first day, with my first client, while my hands were wrapped around anatomy the size of my forearm.

“Sorry,” I said, though I wasn’t sure what I was apologizing for. My shaking hands? The awkward angles? The way my breath had gone shallow?

“Nothing to apologize for.” His hand settled on the small of my back, huge and gentle, there only to keep me steady. “You’re doing beautifully.”

The word caught. Beautifully. From a man who could have had any attendant in the barn, any steady-handed professional who didn’t trip over buckets or mispronounce medical terms. He’d gotten me instead. A disaster with shaking hands and a ponytail coming undone.

And he thought I was beautiful.

The heat between us built with every stroke. His chest worked above me. His hooves adjusted on the rubber mat. My perfectionism, the brittle little engine that had kept me upright for six months, started making a sound like stripped gears.

Because Thom Caldwell wanted me as I was. Shaking. Chatty. A disaster narrating her own disasters in real time.

And that—that was the most dangerous thing of all.
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