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  Trespass and Restraint


The sun bled across the Arizona skyline, painting the jagged peaks of the Dragoon Mountains in shades of crimson and burnt orange. Gage Beckett moved along the boundary wire with the practiced silence of a man who had learned to become part of the landscape. His boots found the softest ground, avoiding the dry brush that might crackle under pressure, his gray eyes scanning the horizon with methodical precision. 
Dust clung to the air, thick with the scent of creosote and heat-soaked earth. The barrier stretched ahead of him, barbed wire glinting in the dying light, marking the division between the Vaughn spread and the open range beyond. He had walked this line a hundred times, knew every sagging post and rusted staple, every place where the metal had been mended with impatient hands.
His fingers brushed the stock of his sidearm, a habit born from years of trusting nothing and no one. The weight of it was familiar, comforting in a way that most things were not.
A flicker of movement caught his eye. A quarter mile ahead, where the wire curved around a shallow arroyo, something disturbed the pattern of light and shadow. Gage stilled, his breath slowing, his senses sharpening to a razor's edge.
He watched. Waited.
The figure moved again, low and deliberate, cutting along the perimeter rather than crossing it. A scout, maybe. Or someone looking for a weak point. The smuggling ring had been getting bolder, testing the boundaries of the ranches that bordered the corridor they used to move goods north.
Gage shifted his path, angling through the mesquite and prickly pear, using the terrain to mask his approach. The wind carried the sound of a horse shifting weight, the soft jingle of tack. Whoever it was, they had come prepared.
He closed the distance in silence, his muscles coiled, his mind already running through the possibilities. Confrontation. De-escalation. Force if necessary.
The figure straightened, and Gage caught the flash of auburn hair catching the last rays of sunlight.
He knew that hair.
Tessa Vaughn stood with her back to him, a battered leather notebook in one hand, the other resting on the hip of her worn jeans. She was studying the perimeter with the intensity of a general planning a campaign, her lips moving as she muttered notes to herself.
Gage felt a muscle twitch in his jaw. Of all the people to find skulking around his patrol route, it had to be her.
She turned before he could announce himself, those jade eyes narrowing as they landed on him. There was no surprise in her gaze, only a flash of annoyance that matched his own.
"Beckett." Her voice carried the sharp edge of a woman used to being in charge. "I should've known you'd be lurking out here."
"Lurking." He let the word hang in the air, flat and unimpressed. "That's an interesting word for doing my job."
"I'm not on your patrol route." She gestured with the notebook. "This is the edge of my grazing lease. I have every right to be here."
"You're on the wrong side of the wire, Vaughn." Gage took a step closer, his boots crunching on the gravel. "That land belongs to the coalition. You know the boundaries."
"The boundaries are arbitrary." Tessa's chin lifted, a gesture of defiance he had seen before, in women who refused to back down and in soldiers who refused to break. "The grass on this side is better. Greener. My stock needs it."
"Your stock needs you to follow the rules."
"Your rules." She spat the word like it tasted bad. "The coalition's rules. Rules made by men who sit behind desks and never get their hands dirty."
Heat rose in his chest, a familiar pressure he had learned to control but never fully extinguish. He moved closer, close enough to see the dust on her cheeks, the tiny scar above her left eyebrow, the way her pulse fluttered at her throat.
"You want to say that again?" His voice dropped, low and quiet, the tone he used when he meant business.
Tessa did not step back. She held her ground, her eyes blazing with a fire that matched the sunset behind her. "I said your rules don't apply to me. I built my operation with my own two hands. I don't answer to men who think a wire and a badge give them authority."
"Authority." Gage repeated the word, tasting it. "You think this is about authority?"
"What else would it be about?"
He closed the remaining distance between them, and she finally moved, stepping back until her shoulders met the rusted wire. The barbs pressed into her shirt, but she did not flinch.
"You're trespassing." Gage said the words slowly, deliberately, letting them sink in. "You're on coalition land, scouting grazing that doesn't belong to you. Do you have any idea what the smugglers would do if they found you out here alone?"
"I can handle myself."
"Can you?" He reached out, his hand closing around her wrist before she could pull away. The contact sent a jolt through him, unexpected and unwelcome. Her skin was warm, her pulse racing beneath his fingers.
"Let go of me." Her voice was steel wrapped in velvet.
"Not until you understand what you're risking." He pressed closer, his body trapping her against the wire. The metal groaned under the pressure, but neither of them moved. "Your horses. Your land. Your life. You think being stubborn is going to protect you from men who have killed for less?"
"I think being stubborn is the only thing that has kept me alive this long." Tessa's breath came faster now, her chest rising and falling against his. He could smell her, sweat and sage and a hint of something floral that clung to her hair.
"You're impossible." The words came out rougher than he intended, laced with a feeling that was dangerously close to admiration.
"And you're a control freak." She tilted her chin up, her lips inches from his. "But I bet you already knew that."
The tension between them crackled like static before a storm. Gage could feel the heat of her body, the defiant set of her shoulders, the way she refused to break even when he had her pinned. It stirred something primal in him, something he had no business feeling.
He should let her go. He should step back, give her a warning, and walk away. That was the professional thing to do.
Instead, he held her gaze, his thumb brushing across the inside of her wrist where her pulse hammered against his skin.
"You're a liability, Vaughn." His voice was barely a whisper. "You're going to get yourself killed."
"Maybe." Her expression softened, just a fraction, just enough for him to see the woman beneath the armor. "But at least I'll die doing what I love."
A wall cracked inside him. One he had built years ago, brick by brick, mission by mission. He saw the exhaustion behind her fire, the loneliness behind her defiance. She was not just stubborn. She was fighting. Fighting for her land, her horses, her way of life.
Just like he was.
His grip on her wrist shifted. Instead of releasing her, he slid his hand up, his fingers circling her forearm, feeling the lean muscle beneath sun-warmed skin. Her breath hitched. He watched her pupils widen, the green of her irises swallowed by black.
"What are you doing?" she whispered.
He didn't have an answer. His free hand found her hip, fingers pressing into the worn denim that hugged her curves. The wire bit into his forearm as he leaned closer, but the pain registered somewhere far away, lost beneath the rush of heat that flooded his body.
"Something stupid," he muttered against her mouth.
Then he kissed her.
It wasn't gentle. It wasn't careful. It was the collision of two forces that had been circling each other for months, maybe longer, building pressure with every sharp word and charged glance. His teeth caught her lower lip, tugging until she opened for him with a sound that was half gasp, half surrender.
Tessa's hands found his chest, her fingers fisting in the fabric of his shirt. She pulled him closer instead of pushing him away, her body arching off the wire and into his. The barbs snagged her shirt, but she didn't seem to care. Her tongue met his, hot and demanding, and the taste of her shattered whatever restraint he had left.
His hand slid from her hip to the small of her back, pressing her flush against him. She could feel him now, the hard length of his arousal straining against his jeans, and she made a sound against his mouth that sent a bolt of lightning straight down his spine.
"Beckett," she breathed, and the way she said his name was nothing like the sharp-edged way she usually threw it at him. This was softer. Hungrier. A plea wrapped in a dare.
He walked her backward until the fence post caught her between the shoulder blades. His mouth found her throat, teeth grazing the column of her neck where her pulse still raced. She tasted like salt and dust and something sweeter beneath, and he traced the hollow of her collarbone with his tongue while his hands worked the buttons of her shirt free.
One button. Two. The fabric parted, revealing the swell of her breasts above the worn cotton of her bra. The sunset had faded to purple twilight, but there was enough light to see her, to watch her chest heave with each ragged breath.
"Tell me to stop," he said against her skin, his voice rough as gravel. "Tell me to stop and I will."
Her fingers threaded through his hair, pulling his head back until their eyes met. "Don't you dare."
He pulled the shirt from her shoulders, letting it catch on the barbed wire above. The cotton bra she wore was practical, faded from too many washings, but the way her breasts strained against the fabric made his mouth go dry. He hooked one finger beneath the strap and pulled it down her arm, then the other, until the cups fell away and she was bare to the cooling air.
Her nipples were tight, pebbled from the evening chill or from wanting, and he lowered his head to take one in his mouth. She cried out, her back bowing off the post, her fingers tightening in his hair until the pleasure bordered on pain. He rolled the other nipple between his thumb and forefinger, pinching just hard enough to make her whimper.
"You drive me crazy," he growled against her breast, his tongue tracing circles around the tightened peak. "Every time I see you, every time you open that mouth and challenge me, all I can think about is shutting you up. Putting that fire to better use."
"Then do it." Her voice was ragged, wrecked. "Stop talking about it and do it."
His hand found the button of her jeans, flicking it open with practiced ease. The zipper followed, and he slid his palm beneath the waistband, over the flat plane of her stomach, until he found the heat between her thighs. She was soaked through the thin cotton of her underwear, and the wetness against his fingers made him groan against her neck.
"Jesus, Tessa." He pressed his fingers against her, feeling her clench and shudder. "You're soaking wet."
"Whose fault is that?" She rolled her hips, grinding against his hand. "You've been pushing me for months. Watching me. Following me. You think I didn't notice?"
"I noticed you plenty." He pushed the cotton aside and slid one finger inside her, feeling her walls tighten around him like a fist. She was hot and slick and impossibly tight, and the sound she made when he curled his finger upward nearly undid him. "Noticed you the first time you came riding onto coalition land with that attitude and those tight jeans."
"That's what this is about?" She gasped as he added a second finger, stretching her. "Tight jeans?"
"That's what started it." He set a rhythm, his thumb finding the swollen bud of her clit and circling it with maddening precision. "But this is about something else. This is about what happens when you push too far and I stop holding back."
Her head fell back against the post, her eyes closed, her lips parted. The sounds coming from her were intoxicating, soft moans and sharp breaths that told him exactly how close she was. He could feel her tightening around his fingers, her thighs trembling against his, and he increased the pressure, driving her higher.
"Come for me," he commanded, his voice low and rough. "I want to feel it."
She shattered. Her whole body seized, her inner walls clenching around his fingers in rhythmic waves as the orgasm tore through her. She cried out his name, the sound swallowed by the vast emptiness of the desert, and he held her upright with his free arm while she rode the aftershocks.
When she finally stilled, her forehead dropped against his chest. Her breath came in ragged gasps, her body trembling against his. He withdrew his hand slowly, bringing his fingers to his lips and tasting her. She watched him through half-lidded eyes, her expression a mixture of shock and raw hunger.
"That was..." she started, but the words trailed off.
"That
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