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  The First Ride


The Oklahoma sun hung low and mean over the Red Dirt Arena, throwing shadows across the packed dirt. Ryder Sloan leaned against the worn wooden fence, his blue eyes tracking the blur of horseflesh and determination tearing around the barrels. 
He'd seen a hundred riders work this pattern. Maybe a thousand. But he'd never seen anyone move like her.
The bay mare cut the first barrel so tight the girl's knee damn near brushed the metal. Dust exploded in a dirty cloud as she shifted her weight, those athletic thighs gripping with instinct rather than thought. The second barrel came and went with the same impossible precision. By the third, the small crowd had gone quiet, holding breath.
Ryder didn't realize he was gripping the fence until his knuckles went white.
The horse crossed the finish line and the girl finally sat back, one hand coming up to pat the mare's sweat-darkened neck. She was breathing hard. Grinning. That smile hit Ryder somewhere low in his chest.
She swung down with the easy grace of someone who'd been born in a saddle. Her dark braid had come half undone, strands of hair sticking to her temples. She was young. Too young for him to be noticing the way her worn jeans hugged those thighs.
He noticed anyway.
"Damn fine run."
She turned at his voice, those green eyes narrowing with recognition. Then suspicion. "You're Ryder Sloan."
It wasn't a question.
"Last I checked." He pushed off the fence and closed the distance, stopping a respectful few feet away. Up close she was even younger than he'd thought. Mid-twenties. A light dusting of freckles across her nose that the sun had brought out.
"I've seen you ride," she said. "At the Nationals, three years back. You took the steer wrestling with a separated shoulder."
Ryder let out a low chuckle. "That's not a story I tell."
"It's a story everyone tells." Her grin turned playful. "Makes you look like a legend."
"I'm just a man who's too stubborn to quit."
"That's the definition of a legend, isn't it?"
He studied her for a moment. The way she stood. The way she held herself. Confident but not cocky. Hungry but not desperate. He'd seen that look before. He'd worn it himself, thirty years ago.
"What's your name?"
"Morgan Hayes."
"You train with anyone around here?"
Her chin lifted. "I train myself."
"Then you're wasting potential."
The words came out harsher than he'd intended. Morgan's smile flickered, something defensive creeping into her posture. "I've been doing fine on my own."
"Fine ain't great." Ryder pulled off his hat, ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. "I need help on my ranch. Training. Exercise programs for the stock. Someone who knows what they're doing with a horse."
"I know what I'm doing."
"I can see that." He held her gaze. "That's why I'm asking."
The silence stretched between them. Dust swirled at their feet. Somewhere in the distance, a truck backfired and a dog started barking.
"You're offering me a job?" Morgan's voice had gone cautious.
"I'm offering you a chance to work with a champion. To learn things you won't pick up running barrels in a county arena." He settled his hat back on his head. "Pay's fair. Room and board if you need it. I've got a bunkhouse that's been empty too long."
She looked at him like she was trying to read something hidden in his face. "Why me?"
"Because you've got talent that's being wasted on solo runs. Because I saw the way you handled that mare. You've got instincts most riders spend years developing." He paused. "And because I'm getting too old to do this all myself."
That last part earned him a small laugh. "You're not old."
"I'm old enough to know when to ask for help."
Morgan chewed her bottom lip, considering. Her mare nudged her shoulder, impatient. She reached up and scratched behind the horse's ear without looking.
"I'd need to bring Daisy," she said finally.
"Figured as much. Got plenty of room in the barn."
"And I'd need to keep competing. I can't just give up my season."
"Wouldn't ask you to. We'll work around your schedule."
She stared at him another moment. Then she stuck out her hand. "Alright, Mr. Sloan. You've got yourself a trainer."
Ryder took her hand. Her grip was firm, calloused, honest. The contact sent something warm up his arm. He released her faster than he should have.
"Call me Ryder."
The Sloan Ranch sat on two hundred acres of prime Oklahoma grassland, rolling hills dotted with blackjack oaks and the occasional stand of wild sumac. The main house was a two-story farmhouse with a wraparound porch and a tin roof that glinted in the afternoon sun. Behind it, a sprawling barn complex and a series of paddocks stretched toward the horizon.
Morgan pulled her truck up to the main gate and killed the engine. For a moment she just sat there, taking it in.
It was beautiful. Quiet. The kind of place that felt like it had roots going deep into the earth.
Daisy stamped in the trailer, impatient. Morgan shook herself and got out to unload.
Ryder met her at the barn entrance, leading a sturdy sorrel gelding. "That's Cutter. He'll be your main project."
Morgan ran a hand down the gelding's neck. He had good conformation. Strong shoulders, deep chest, intelligent eyes. "He's beautiful."
"He's lazy. Needs someone to push him past his comfort zone." Ryder handed her the lead rope. Their fingers brushed. Neither of them acknowledged it.
"You want me to start today?"
"No time like the present."
They worked the gelding through basic patterns for the next hour. Morgan could feel Ryder's eyes on her the whole time, watching, assessing. It should have made her nervous. Instead it made her ride harder, push sharper, show off just a little.
He noticed. Of course he noticed.
When she brought Cutter to a stop, the gelding was breathing hard but looking eager. Morgan patted his neck and swung down.
"Your seat's too far back on the turns," Ryder said.
Morgan's shoulders tensed. "I was centered."
"You were compensating. You shifted back because you were afraid he'd wash out on you." Ryder walked over, close enough that she could smell leather and hay and the warm musk of a man who'd been working outside all day. "You've got to trust the horse."
"I trust him fine."
"Then show me."
He stepped behind her, and suddenly his hands were on her hips. Broad, calloused hands that settled against her jeans with a weight that sent electricity up her spine.
"Lower," he said, his voice dropping into something rougher. "Get your center of gravity down. You're riding like you're bracing for impact."
Morgan's breath caught. His hands were still on her, guiding her body into position. She could feel the heat of his chest at her back, the solid strength of him through the thin cotton of her shirt. His fingers pressed into the hollow of her hips, thumbs tracing the line where her jeans sat low on her waist. The calluses on his palms scraped against the fabric, and she felt each ridge like a brand.
"Like this?" Her voice came out breathier than she'd intended.
"Close." He shifted her hips again, a fraction of an inch, but the movement pressed her back against him. She felt the hard plane of his stomach, the muscle there, and lower, the unmistakable heat of him. His breath stirred the loose hair at her temple. "There. Feel the difference?"
She did. Her whole body felt more grounded, more connected to the earth. She also felt hyperaware of every point where his body touched hers. His hands on her hips. His chest against her shoulder blades. The way his thigh brushed the back of hers when he adjusted his stance. Her nipples had tightened beneath her sports bra, and she prayed he couldn't see the way they pressed against her shirt.
"Yeah," she managed. "I feel it."
He held the position. His thumbs moved, just slightly, tracing small circles against her hipbones through the denim. It could have been an accident. A natural adjustment. But Morgan's pulse was hammering in her throat, and she could feel the heat building between her legs, a slow ache that had nothing to do with the afternoon's work.
Ryder's head dipped, his mouth near her ear. "You're holding your breath," he murmured. "Relax. You can't ride tense."
She exhaled, shaky. "I'm not tense."
His chest rumbled with a low sound that wasn't quite a laugh. One hand slid from her hip to the small of her back, pressing flat. The warmth of his palm seeped through her shirt, and her stomach muscles clenched involuntarily. She wanted his hand lower. Wanted those rough fingers to slip beneath her waistband, to find the wet heat that was building there. The thought shocked her, but she couldn't push it away.
Then he stepped back, and the absence of his warmth was almost painful. Cool air rushed against her back where his body had been, and Morgan had to grip the fence rail to steady herself.
"Try it again. Same pattern."
Morgan swung back into the saddle, her heart hammering. She ran the pattern again, focusing on keeping her seat low and centered. It felt better. Smoother. Cutter responded with more confidence, cutting the barrels tighter.
"Better," Ryder called out when she finished. "Much better."
She dismounted, flushed with success and something else she didn't want to name. The ache between her thighs hadn't faded. If anything, the rhythm of the ride had made it worse. "Thanks. I've been fighting that turn for months."
"Sometimes you need someone else to see what you can't."
Their eyes met across the dusty arena. The air between them felt thick, charged with something unspoken. Morgan could still feel the ghost of his hands on her hips, the weight of his touch burned into her skin like a sunburn.
She looked away first. "What else do you want me to work on?"
The sun was starting to sink toward the horizon by the time they finished. Morgan had cooled down Cutter and was brushing him in the barn while Ryder checked the water troughs.
"You don't have to stay in the bunkhouse," he said, not looking at her. "Emily's room is empty since she moved into town. You could take the guest room in the main house."
Morgan's hands stilled on the brush. "I don't want to impose."
"You wouldn't be. It's just sitting there."
She thought about it. The bunkhouse would be private. Separate. Safe. The main house would mean proximity. Shared meals. Late-night conversations. The memory of his hands on her body surfaced unbidden, and she knew she shouldn't be that close to him. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
"I'll take the bunkhouse," she said. "If that's alright."
Ryder nodded, something flickering in his eyes that might have been disappointment. "Suit yourself. I'll get it set up."
"I can do it."
"I know you can." He turned to face her, and in the dim light of the barn, he looked younger somehow. Softer. "But I want to."
The words hung between them. Morgan's throat went dry.
"Alright," she said quietly. "Thank you."
They finished the chores in comfortable silence, the kind that came from people who understood each other without needing to fill every moment with talk. By the time the last horse was fed and the barn doors secured, the sky had gone purple and gold.
Morgan stood on the porch of the bunkhouse, watching Ryder walk back toward the main house. He moved like a man who'd spent his life working the land. Steady and sure, a little worn around the edges.
He stopped at his door and looked back. "Breakfast is at six."
"I'll be there."
He nodded once, then disappeared inside.
Morgan let herself into the bunkhouse. It was small but clean, with a twin bed, a wooden dresser, and a window that faced the barn. She sat down on the edge of the mattress and pressed her palms against her thighs.
Her hips still tingled where his hands had been. The ghost of his touch lingered, and she could feel the dampness that had soaked through her underwear during the ride. She pressed her thighs together, trying to will the ache away, but it only made it worse.
She closed her eyes and took a breath. This was a job. A professional arrangement. She was here to train horses and prepare for competition.
But when she opened her eyes and looked out the window at the darkening ranch, she couldn't shake the feeling that she'd come home to a place she'd never known she was looking for.
And that the man in the farmhouse might just be the one to show her what that meant.
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