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by Lilith Ember

Tamsin Wilde killed the engine of her dusty SUV and sat for a full minute staring at the main barn of Spurred Ridge Ranch. The place was bigger than the photos had suggested—long, weathered wood, metal roof catching the late afternoon sun, corrals stretching out toward a line of cottonwoods and then the low blue rise of the ridge itself. A few horses dozed in the near paddock. Somewhere farther off a gate clanged.

She had signed a four-week contract. Equine recovery specialist. High-value stallion with a healed but still touchy left fore tendon. Good money, remote enough that no one from her old clinic would call her, and the owner had been blunt in the emails: show up, do the work, stay out of the way of the hands.

She grabbed her bag and the hard case of tools and stepped out into the dry heat.

Declan Crowe came out of the barn before she reached the door.

He was exactly what the single grainy photo on the ranch website had promised and worse. Six-one, thick through the chest and shoulders, arms that looked like they had spent years wrestling gates and calves. Dirty-brown hair buzzed short, a pale scar cutting through his left brow, blue-gray eyes that did not bother with a smile. Ruddy fair skin already darkened by the season. He wore a faded black t-shirt stretched across a heavy chest, jeans that had seen better decades, and boots that had never been decorative.

He stopped three feet from her and looked her over once—copper curls pulled back, soft heavy bust under a plain tank, wide hips in dark jeans, the kind of body that did not apologize for taking up space.

“Wilde?”

“Tamsin. You’re Crowe.”

“Declan.” His voice was low, rough, like someone had dragged it across gravel and left it there. “Stallion’s in the far barn. I’ll show you the setup. Hands are out until supper. You can get settled after.”

He turned without waiting. She followed, bag and case bumping against her thigh, already aware of the way her pulse had kicked up. The man moved like the land belonged to him and everyone else was temporary. She had met men like that before. She had never wanted to climb one this fast.

The far barn was quieter, cooler, smelling of clean hay, leather, and horse. The stallion—big bay, white star, left fore carefully wrapped—lifted his head and watched them with mild interest. Declan leaned on the stall door, thick forearms crossed, and watched her instead.

“Name’s Rook. Tendon’s clean on ultrasound but still soft. Vet cleared light work two weeks ago. He’s been stall-rested longer than he likes. I need him sound for the fall sales. You do what you said you can do, you get the second half of the fee and a reference. You fuck around, you’re gone.”

Tamsin set her case down, opened it, and pulled out the first of the specialized massage tools. “I don’t fuck around with horses. Or contracts.”

His eyes flicked to her mouth, then lower, then back up. “Good.”

She spent the next hour working. Declan stayed. He did not hover, but he did not leave. Every time she glanced over he was still there, one shoulder against the post, watching the way her hands moved on the horse, the way her body shifted when she had to lean into the pressure. The air in the barn felt tighter than it should have.

When she finally stepped back and wiped her hands, Rook lipped at her shoulder like she was already part of the place. Declan pushed off the post.

“Cabin’s the second one past the bunkhouse. Key’s in the door. Supper’s at the main house if you want it. Hands eat early. I eat later.”

“I’ll take later,” she said, and did not know why she said it until the words were already out.

His mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Six-thirty, then.”

She walked to the cabin with her pulse still high and the feel of his eyes still on her back.

The cabin was small, clean, one bed, one bathroom, a window that looked out toward the ridge. She showered, changed into a soft black tank and cut-offs that rode high on her thighs, and tried not to think about the way Declan Crowe’s arms had looked crossed over that thick chest. It did not work.

At six-thirty she walked up to the main house. The lights were on. The door was open.

Declan was in the kitchen, barefoot, still in the same jeans, the black t-shirt traded for a faded gray one that clung to every heavy line of him. He had a steak on a cast-iron skillet and two plates already out. When he looked up his eyes went straight to the soft heavy curve of her breasts under the thin cotton and stayed there a beat too long.

“Sit,” he said.

She sat.

They ate in near silence. The steak was perfect. The beer was cold. The tension sat between them like a third person who refused to leave the room.

He set his fork down first. “You’re not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“Someone who looked like she spent more time in a clinic than a barn. You’re softer.” His gaze dropped again, open now, no pretense. “In the good way.”

Heat pooled low in her belly. “And you’re rougher than the emails suggested.”

“I don’t do soft.” He stood, collected the plates, set them in the sink. When he turned back he was closer. “You should know that before you stay for supper again.”

Tamsin rose. The island was between them, but not really. She could smell him—soap, hay, clean male sweat. “Maybe I don’t want soft.”

Something dark and hungry moved behind his blue-gray eyes. He came around the island slowly, like he was giving her time to change her mind. She did not move. When he stopped in front of her he was close enough that her breasts almost brushed his chest.

“Last chance to walk back to your cabin and keep this professional,” he said, voice low and rough.

“I’m not walking.”

His hand came up, thick fingers sliding into the copper curls at the back of her head, not gentle. He tipped her face up and kissed her like he had been thinking about it since the moment she stepped out of the SUV. Open mouth, tongue, the scrape of stubble, the hard press of his body. She made a sound against his lips and he swallowed it, backing her into the edge of the counter until she was pinned there, soft curves against the solid wall of him.

He broke the kiss only long enough to drag the tank up and off. Her heavy breasts spilled free, freckled across the tops, nipples already tight. He stared for a second, then bent and took one into his mouth, sucking hard, teeth grazing, while his other hand shoved the cut-offs down her hips. She was bare underneath. His fingers found her immediately—already wet, already open—and he groaned against her skin.

“Fuck. You’re soaked.”

“Been that way since the barn,” she managed.

He dropped to his knees like it cost him nothing, shoved her thighs wider, and put his mouth on her. No teasing. He licked straight up her center, tongue flat and greedy, then sucked her clit between his lips and worked it while two thick fingers pushed inside. Tamsin’s head fell back. Her hands found his buzzed hair and held on. He ate her like he had all night and nowhere else to be, wet sounds filling the quiet kitchen, her thighs shaking against his shoulders. When she came it was hard and sudden, a broken cry that echoed off the cabinets. He kept going through it, fingers still pumping, until she had to push at his head.

He stood, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and unbuckled his belt. The jeans went down just far enough. His cock was thick, heavy, already leaking, the kind of size that made her pussy clench in anticipation and a little fear. He did not ask. He lifted her onto the counter, spread her legs, and pushed in with one long, relentless thrust.

The stretch burned perfect. She gasped. He held still for a heartbeat, buried to the root, forehead against hers, breathing hard.

“Tell me if it’s too much.”

“It’s not. Move.”

He moved. Hard, deep strokes that shoved her back against the counter with every thrust. The island creaked. Her heavy breasts bounced. He watched them, then watched her face, blue-gray eyes dark with heat. One hand stayed locked on her hip, the other braced beside her, thick body working between her thighs like he had been built for exactly this.

“Jesus, look at you,” he muttered. “Taking it like you were made for it. Soft everywhere and still gripping me so fucking tight.”

She came again with his cock buried deep and his filthy praise in her ear. He followed a dozen strokes later, pulling out at the last second and painting her stomach and the undersides of her breasts in thick ropes. They stayed like that for a long minute, breathing, his hand still on her hip, his cock still half-hard against her thigh.

Eventually he cleaned her with a warm cloth, helped her down, and walked her back to the cabin without saying much. At the door he kissed her once more, slower this time, and left her with the taste of him and the ache between her legs.

She slept better than she had in months.

The next morning she was in the barn early. Rook was already waiting. Declan appeared halfway through the session, leaned on the same post, and watched her work in silence. When she finished he nodded once.

“Hands are out until late. Far paddock needs the fence checked. Come with me.”

It was not a question. She went.

The far paddock was out of sight of the main buildings, a stretch of dry grass and posts that needed tightening. Declan worked with the easy strength of a man who had done this a thousand times. Tamsin handed him tools, held the wire, and tried not to stare
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