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I was mid-swing with the gravel rake when I heard the hooves.

Not fast, not thundering—just the lazy clop of a trail-worn mare, slow and deliberate. I looked up, sweat running into my eyes, and caught her silhouette through the heat shimmer. Bareback. Tank top. Long legs hugging the horse like she’d never left.

She guided the paint right up to the fence and pulled back the reins with one hand, posture easy. The mare stopped with a soft snort, and Callie leaned forward on the saddle horn, forearms crossing, hips rising slightly as she shifted her weight.

Her cutoff shorts were barely visible under the tails of her tank, the denim frayed so high the pocket lining peeked out. Her thighs were sun-browned and dusted, muscles tight from the ride. That tank top clung in all the right places, the swell of her chest visible beneath the thin, sweat-damp fabric. Her braid hung over one shoulder, messy and wind-tossed.

She looked like the summer rode in with her.

“You always work shirtless now, or just for me?” Her voice had bite, but her eyes were laughing. Bright and steady.

I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, then leaned on the rake. “You’re back.”

“For the summer,” she said. “Thought I’d say hi before the hay starts flying.”

I let myself stare. She didn’t mind. Hell, she invited it.

“Didn’t recognize you at first.”

“Guess college’ll do that to a girl.”

“You ride much down there?”

“Not like I do here.” Her thighs flexed gently as the mare shifted, like her body had been shaped to ride and nothing else.

“That mare’s still yours?”

“Course. She missed me.” She patted the mare’s neck without looking down, eyes locked on mine. “She’s not the only one.”

That hit harder than it should have. I looked away. Gravel dust kicked up in little clouds under my boots.

“You gonna lean on that rake,” she said, “or say what you mean?”

She wasn’t teasing like a girl. She was drawing a line, daring me to cross it. The way she sat that horse, posture loose but balanced, back arched slightly—she knew what it did to a man.

“You came back changed.”

Her grin widened. “Good. I worked hard on it.”

She shifted in the saddle, swinging one leg forward just enough to flash more skin, her inner thigh brushing the mare’s flank. The movement was nothing—but it wasn’t nothing. It was practiced. It was confident. She might’ve been born in this county, but she sure as hell didn’t ride like an innocent anymore.

“New tattoo?” I asked, nodding toward the small curve of black ink I could see just under her left breast, barely visible through the cling of her top.

She leaned back in the saddle and stretched, arms behind her head for a moment that pushed her chest up, let her stomach show. “Maybe. Depends how good your memory is.”

I swallowed.

She laughed low in her throat, then turned the mare with a light pull and trotted a few feet along the fence before looking back over her shoulder.

“You ever need a hand this summer,” she said, “you know where to find me.”

Then she rode off at an easy lope, dust curling in her wake, leaving me standing there hard as hell with my hand still on that useless rake.

—-
[image: ]


She showed up without warning.

I was halfway through loading the second row of hay bales onto the trailer, sweat dripping down my spine, shirt already peeled off and tossed somewhere in the grass. The barn door creaked and I heard her boots before I saw her. Sharp, sure steps on hard-packed dirt.

“Need a hand?”

I turned. She stood in the shade just past the threshold, arms loose at her sides, wearing the same cutoffs from yesterday. Same boots. Different top—this one thinner, stretched tight across her chest and knotted above her navel. No bra.

“You ever stacked hay before?”

“Please.” She stepped closer, grabbing a pair of work gloves from the hook on the post. “I grew up on a ranch. I can stack circles around you.”

“You sure you’re built for this?” I asked, mostly to stall. Her legs were long and toned, sun-dappled. The bend of her waist, the way the sweat already gathered between her breasts—she didn’t need to move a single bale to leave me breathless.

She smirked. “You offering to lift me instead?”

“Don’t tempt me.”

Her eyes dragged down my chest, slow and unashamed. “You’ve got hands like a man who knows how to use them.”

“You always talk like this now?”

“Only when it works.”

I let out a breath. “It’s working.”

She bent to grab a bale, legs wide for balance, and hoisted it up with ease. Her back flexed, shirt riding high, the edge of her ass nearly peeking from the denim. I tried not to look. Failed.

“That why you keep looking at my legs?” she said, swinging the bale onto the trailer beside mine.

“I’m trying not to.”

“Don’t.” She brushed past me, close enough that her bare stomach grazed my side. “I like being seen.”

She climbed the trailer like it was nothing, bare thighs brushing hay. I followed with another bale, trying not to trip over my own feet.

“You’re trouble, Callie.”

She dropped into a squat on top of the stack, holding out her hands for the next bale. “And you’re still pretending you don’t want it.”

I handed it up. Our fingers brushed. She didn’t let go right away.

Sweat gathered at her temples, her cheeks flushed from the heat. Her lips were parted, chest rising with every breath. She looked down at me like she’d already won.

“Slow down,” I said, voice low.

“I’m not going fast. You’re just behind.”

She twisted to adjust the stack. Her foot slipped on a patch of loose hay and she let out a sharp gasp.

I caught her waist with both hands before she could fall. Firm. Warm. She gripped my shoulder to steady herself.

“Easy,” I said.

Her eyes flicked to my mouth. “You always catch girls like that?”

“Only when they need it.”

She didn’t move. My hands were still on her hips. The silence between us stretched, thick with everything we weren’t saying.

Finally, she smiled. “You’re sweating through your jeans.”

I let go.

She hopped down light as a cat, brushing dust from her legs. “One more row?”

I nodded, throat tight. She bent to grab another bale, slow and deliberate, and this time I didn’t even try to look away.

—-
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The sun was high and brutal by the time we finished the stack. I pulled off my gloves and wiped my face with my shirt, which was still damp from earlier. Callie didn’t look tired. Her hair clung to her neck in wet strands, her tank darkened with sweat around the chest and under her arms. She looked radiant. Wild. Like something that didn’t belong in this century.

“You want water?” I asked.

She nodded and followed me to the edge of the barn where I’d left the jug. I poured some into the lid and handed it to her, but she ignored it, taking
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