Private Lessons by M. Lush Private Lessons and Deepdale Acres are ©2009 Michele Lee Freel All characters in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. Any reproduction of all or part of the materials or artwork herein is prohibited without the express written permission of the author. This book contains explicit depictions of sexual acts between two consenting adults. The stock images on the cover came from two very generous Deviant Art users: Shadow-Magi-Group (who is the model on the cover) and Blissfully Blind (who is lucky enough to own the beautiful mare, Twiggy). Please visit our websites at deepdaleacres.wordpress.com and michelelee.net - Chapter One Dee Turner was frustrated close to tears before Sandra even stepped into ear shot. It was turning out to be a steamy day, the kind where the burning sun and thick humidity were evenly matched as annoyances with the constant interruptions that led to Dee being behind schedule and forced to do the hardest physical work of the day at the hottest point of the day. Her shirt was moist with sweat, her skin gritty with dust, and she was trying very hard to get as much done as possible between her late-morning beginners group lesson and the after-camp intermediate group. After that her schedule was dry erase board-shaped and filled with a dozen little squares of private and semi-private lessons. Dee heard Sandra laughing, high, bubbly and carefree, before Sandra peered through the bars of the stall. Sunlight filtered in through the big open doors behind Sandra, outlining her in a hazy glow and casting Dee into a gloomy, sweaty darkness. Sandra looked perfect, of course. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back into one of those slick ponytails that Dee could never manage, where not a strand of hair was loose. She wore makeup, which looked freshly applied, and waved a hand full of French tips, friendly-like, at Dee, who stood, pitchfork in hand, halfway through her fifteenth stall cleanup with ten more in her near future. "You work here," Sandra said with a bright smile. "I need you to help me out." The piles of manure looked enticing compared to whatever Sandra might want. She was likely just searching out the grubbiest person in the barn to make her look that much better. But Sandra had a bigger mouth than the bits and pieces horses left behind, and therefore was potentially more damaging. The dirty stalls wouldn't complain if Dee put them off a little longer. Dee had learned very quickly how much of her job was customer service, and, out of the horses and the owners, who were the real customers. Dee pasted on an answering smile--it was easy with the stickiness of the sweat on her face--and squeezed her way past the wheelbarrow in the stall door. "What can I do for you, Miss Wallis?" Dee spotted the man with Sandra only after crawling past the soiled sawdust. He stood further back, barely inside the barn, looking out over the fields. Those fields were the reason Sandra had moved her horses into Deepdale Acres' care. In the competition off-season there was plenty of room to let her horses have a real vacation. The man with Sandra looked about as perfect as Sandra did. His red T-shirt and blue jeans were casual enough for a trip to the barn, but still brightly colored, crisp and spotless. He was well-built, even if there was a layer of fat over what she could see of his arms, softening them from something monstrous into something pleasantly male. His hair, a colorless dishwater blond, was pulled back into a short ponytail, his at the back of his neck rather than bouncing at the top of his head like Sandra's. He had a vacant sort of smile on his face, and a pleasantly lost look to his eyes. Yes, he was the type of male Sandra would bring in. Obedient and handsome and probably about as smart as a turd. He turned to them and looked at Dee as if he'd never seen a woman sweating, on edge, smeared with mud, sawdust and horse hair, before. Dee tried to give him a friendly smile as well, but she couldn't screen out the suspicion that he only worked up a sweat when he visited whatever over-priced gym he kept a membership with. "We want to go for a ride," Sandra was saying. Dee tore her obvious stare away from the man-accessory behind Sandra and tried to pay attention. "It'll take forever for me to groom and saddle two horses, so I hoped I could talk you into helping me. Just for a bit." Sandra looked at Dee with a happy sort of pleading look on her face. The tears threatened to rise again. No, cleaning all the stalls in ninety degree heat after being up at six a.m. to feed the horses so that the owners could ride early, before the heat really kicked in, then having to clean up after the boarders and kids taking lessons before feeding the horses again, none of that was enough. Now she had to stop everything to saddle a horse for Sandra so that she could show off for her date without getting too much horse hair on her name brand T-shirt. Dee wanted to go back into the stall and answer Sandra with a good hard poke from the pitchfork, but instead she tried not to scowl and said, "Sure, I have a minute." So she found herself standing in one of the freshly cleaned stalls, listening to Sandra laugh and the low rumbling of her male friend speaking back to her. Dancer, Sandra's Warmblood mare mostly cooperated, other than an attempted nip when Dee bent over to brush down the mare's hind legs. Sandra, so helpfully, set her spare saddle out on top of her tack trunk, with the bridle slung over it. In fifteen minutes both horses were brushed, saddled and mounted and Dee stood in the barn doorway watching their rear ends vanishing toward the trails surrounding the farm, feeling only slightly more gritty than she had before. She idly hoped Sandra got thrown right in front of her boy toy, but she wouldn't. Sandra was probably the best rider in the barn. She had three horses, each one worth more alone that Dee's truck, and she had mentioned, more than once, that the horses would only be stabled at Deepdale when they weren't competing or in special training. There was a group of the stable people at Deepdale that showed horses, but none of them toured the country in a matching RV and horse trailer, both air-conditioned, while doing so, save for Sandra. A four-hour drive was the furthest Dee had ever had to transport horses for an event, and that had been a special case, when the barn drill team made it to the state level show. Dee never competed. There was no time. When she got the job as stable manager she'd been in heaven, for about a day, until she realized her dreams of exercising a horse, then dismounting, handing the reins over to a stable boy before stepping over to another ring, still in pristine breeches and shiny boots, to instruct a group of starry-eyed child beginners, were way beyond idealistic thinking. In the first month she'd cleaned out more stalls than she could count. Three months in she'd moved into the little cottage at the back of the property, behind the closest paddock. She'd been spending so much time at work she'd figured renting the cottage would just make things easier. It was two months before Jessie, the stable owner, thought to put her on a horse and finally declared her riding skills serviceable. Today Dee had been looking forward to only half a day at work, before the full-time stable hand, had called in sick. He wasn't the type to lie, or shirk work, but Dee couldn't help griping at him under her breath as she got back to work. He, at least would have had some joke or smart ass comment to make that would have made Dee forget that she'd just seen one of the most attractive men she'd probably ever see, and she'd been angry, sweat and filthy when she'd done it. At least the day couldn't get much worse. * * * She'd waited too long to dump the wheelbarrow. Dee suspected it as soon as the single wheel left the wood ramp and hit the softer surface of the mound of compressed sawdust and manure. Sure enough the wheelbarrow hit a divot and tipped. Dee braced herself to get a better grip and the bedding shifted under her. Her ankle followed, twisting in the bedding and throwing her off the side of the manure pile into the gravel beside it. "Oh, crap, are you all right?" Hands caught the wheelbarrow, keeping it from dumping itself on top of her. Once the wheelbarrow was stabilized the hands move to help her. Dee looked up, with a fluttering stomach, directly into the pale hazel eyes of Sandra's riding buddy. "Did you twist your ankle? Hang on a minute, don't move." Before she could protest he squatted down and slid his arms under her. Dee never thought of herself as a small woman. She was tall, broad, and had rather pronounced curves. But Sandra's stud muffin barely let his breath hitch before he stood again and carried her into the barn. "Is there an office?" "Over there," Dee gesture, probably in the right direction. Between feeling absolutely ridiculous at being carried like a child and the sharp throbbing in her ankle, the tears of frustration came again and she couldn't stop it this time. Mr. Handsome found the office and laid her gently on the worn green leather couch inside. "Are you all right? Do I need to call an ambulance or something?" Dee tried to stop sobbing, sure it made her look only that much worse. She heard voices and a moment later heads started peeking through the office door. "I'm okay, really. I'm just...it's been a bad day." "Are you sure? That looked like a nasty fall." "There was plenty of manure to soften it," Dee answered waspishly. Mr. Gorgeous smiled down at her. She thought he was laughing at her, but it was possible that he was just good-natured. Maybe he was smiling down at her in the hope that his cheer was infectious. And maybe he really was standing there laughing at her. Dee let the tears take over for one pitiful moment. Then Sandra walked into the office, her piercing gray-blue eyes taking in the scene. "What happened?" "Miss..." Mr. Handsome began. "Dee." "Dee twisted her ankle. I brought her in here so she didn't have to walk on it." Dee fought the tears back down. It was easier to hide behind a mask of pride and stubbornness with Sandra peering down at her over her boyfriend's shoulder. Bless him for not mentioning where she fell. Sandra pushed past her male friend and squatted at Dee's feet. She pulled Dee's pant leg up, revealing a pale expanse of leg that needed to be shaved, and peeled the once white sock down. Dee's face burned at the careful inspection she was getting. Her ankle didn't feel good, it throbbed at her angrily, but it wasn't bruised or swollen either. Dee expected to see Sandra wrinkle her nose as she leaned back onto her heels, but she didn't. "Well, I think it's just a light twist. We can call an ambulance if you'd like?" Sandra watched Dee and waited. Dee shook her head. "No, I'll be okay. I'm sure it's all right." She tried to smile reassuringly. Sandra took it. She stood and turned to her boy-toy. "Are you ready to head out? We've been out for over two hours. I'm starved." Mr. Handsome nodded. "I hope you feel better soon," he said to Dee. With a little wave from one of those strong hands that had given her chills when they touched her Mr. Boy-Toy followed Ms. Perfect out of the office and potentially out of Dee's life forever. - Chapter Two Dee knew it was silly to assume she would never see Sandra's handsome cohort again. After all, if they were indeed a thing then of course she'd see him again. One of the few good qualities she was willing to admit Sandra had was her love of her horses. A day at the barn without Sandra showing up to ride, or just check in with her animals was unusual. Since the horses where such an important part of Sandra's life, no doubt they would have to be an important, or at least tolerated, part of her man's life as well. So Dee wasn't at all surprised when she heard tires on the gravel the following Monday and moments later Mr. Handsome walked into the office, where she was working on horse assignments for a group of young riders that were advancing to a new intermediate class. She saw him out of the corner of her eye and refused to give him her full gaze. "Sandra isn't here right now," Dee said. "She came in to ride this morning, before all the classes started." "I didn't come here looking for Sandra." He sat on the couch, managing to take up the entirety of the space between the refrigerator and the filing cabinet, and look like some sort of sexual buffet while he was doing it. Poor Dee, without a plate, she thought, looking up at him. She knew what the couch felt like, she'd spent plenty of time eating a quick lunch or even napping on it during the winter or on slow, rainy days. What she couldn't help thinking, as she tried to look anywhere but into his eyes--like following the line of his legs, the solid length of his arms and the width of his T-shirt-covered chest--was what he would feel like, if she sat on top of him and looked down. If her face was flushed he didn't appear to notice. Dee tried to focus on the dry erase board of horse assignments instead of on the piece of masculine candy so close to her. "What can I do for you? Mr..." "Ben." He smiled. Damn him, Dee thought, sitting in her office, looking like he belonged. "Ben. What can I do for you Mr. Ben?" "Just Ben," he said with a touch of laughter to his voice. "Yes, we've established that part. What can I do for you, Ben?" "Are you having another bad day?" Dee took a deep breath and tried not to hold it against him that he was the arm-decoration of someone she envied and disliked. "No, I'm sorry. I don't know why I'm being short with you. What can I do for you?" He smiled again and Dee was relieved. He leaned forward, onto the edge of the couch. Dee was suddenly aware that he was fully focused on her. She wasn't sure how she liked it. "Your sign outside. It says you offer lessons." "You need lessons?" Dee let too much surprise into her voice. He'd looked quite capable the other day, riding off on the back of Sandra's mare.
"I would like to have them. If you don't feel we'd be a good match, I could look elsewhere." Dee felt the urge to blush again. She could think of several ways they could be a good match. She cursed her libido, and her internal dialog which wasn't usually so randy, and tried to be businesslike. "We have a group with the owner, she's retired from the show circuit. She wasn't an Olympian or anything, but she's tried her hand at just about everything you can compete at on horseback, so you could say she's experienced. She mostly does private and semi-private, that's two to three people at a time, lessons. I take care of the summer camps and the beginner and early intermediate groups. Do you have any experience with horses?" "Well, I rode that brown one the other day." Dee bit her lip in an effort not to chuckle or worse, correct him. Anyone who'd ever spent a summer on their grandpa's nag would never refer to a chestnut mare worth just over fifty thousand dollars as "that brown one". It was usually the kids who said things like that, and learned how fast even the slightly more experienced riders would jump on them in an effort to correct them. "Did I say something wrong?" Ben asked. His face was adorable with the lack of understanding. If he was smart as a turd he was the cutest turd Dee had ever seen. "Phantom's Dancer, the horse your rode the other day, is chestnut. That's what we call that red-brown color. She's also a mare, that's a girl, and she's worth about fifty six thousand dollars." Ben looked appropriately surprised. "Fifty..? That much?" "According to the man who insures her," Dee said with a nod. "That's more than my car." Dee laughed. It was like he knew how often she thought that. She stood up from the desk and looked down at him, looking up at her. "I have a bit before the next group comes in, why don't I get you in a saddle and see what you can do?" He smiled at her, on the verge of laughter, not moving. Dee turned red. "I, I mean..." she stammered and she couldn't stop. Not with him looking up at her, eyebrows raised and smiling so cocky. She couldn't stop once she started and the heat, the color in her face, refused to go away. "Let's start with the horse first," Ben said standing, and still smiling like he enjoyed seeing her flustered and shaken. If it was true, he must be enjoying the hell out of every moment they'd been interacting, because it seemed like she was always flustered and blushing around him. The barn was mostly empty at just a bit after noon. During the summer Dee arranged lessons to give the horses the hottest part of the day off. Even the smaller arena with the roof didn't do much to help the heat some days. In the beginning there had been one twenty stall barn for the stable-owned horses and a second sixteen stall barn for the boarders. But people, and horses, came and went and before long everyone was mixed up together. Dee led Ben to the second barn, airier than the main barn, with a higher ceiling, and painted a sun-faded dark green. It smelled like hay and dust, and sunlight, if sunlight could have a smell. Ben trailed along behind her as she opened the small tack room at the back, releasing the smell of shampoo, rich leather and saddle soap. Without speaking to him, because she was still embarrassed over her slip up in the office, she pulled a saddle and pad down from its rack, sliding it onto her right arm. With her left arm Dee reached over to the wall of bridles and pulled the one she wanted from the pegs in the plywood. She studied the open boxes full of grooming supplies and leather bits on the floor. Anything to not have to look Ben in the face. Dee sighed unhappily at her cowardice and finally made herself turn to Ben. He smile in a polite, and somewhat dim, way. Was he playing dumb on her behalf? "Can I do anything to help?" "Grab that green box with all the brushes in it." Ben obeyed and followed her back out into the wide hall. Dee directed him to set the box on a stack of hay bales. She set the tack beside them. "Stay there," she instructed. Dee attached a lead rope to halter of a thickly built, dark bay gelding. His head swung slightly as he followed her placidly out of his dark stall. "Ben, this is Dizzy." "Dizzy, eh? Is it brown?" Dee smiled. "He. He is what we call a bay. He has a brown body, but see the black mane and tail, and the black on his legs? That makes him a bay." Dee had taught a lot of lessons at her time, but she never remembered lecturing another adult like this. "Well then, Dizzy. You look like a lovable brute, don't you?" The horse nodded, playing with the rope Dee used to tether him to the wall. "See, we're getting along already." Ben whispered something and Dee blushed again, ducking to the other side of the horse to hide the color. She didn't think he'd meant for her to hear that. "You help out in my class," Dee said. She passed brushes over the horse's back to Ben. "Just brush him down, make sure there's no mud or hay or anything but hair on him." They settled into a comfortable silence as they worked. To Dee there was a sort of peace to the rhythm of the barn. Time held still while the sun lit up motes of dust as they hovered in the air and the other horses moved in their stalls, occasionally snorting or stomping. Ben seemed to feel it too, his body relaxed as he worked, and Dee couldn't help watching him. His muscles moved nicely under his skin, stretching and flexing with the strokes of his brush. Dizzy hung his head and cocked his hip, letting one of his hind legs sag. Dee half expected the horse to start snoring. Saddling didn't take long. Other than a wet spot from leaning against his water bucket Dizzy was still clean from being groomed for his morning lesson. Once all the straps were in place and tight Dee led her student and her horse out to the larger outdoor arena. It was a rough circle, with a four foot high, white-painted fence. Inside the sand mix was marred with hoof prints, there was a wide loop along the fence that appeared well-used and low wooden jumps that stood unused in the middle. "Okay, this is where you get back up there and show me what you can do."
Ben saluted her and hoisted himself into the saddle. He didn't seem to have much trouble, even though he didn't make use of the mounting block to one side of the fence. Dee instructed him on how to hold the reins, and how to direct the horse, in case he had forgotten in the three days since his last ride, then she opened the gate for him and waited until horse and man had passed through before walking in herself. Dee stood where she could see him no matter where in the arena he rode. Ben and Dizzy walked along the fence, in the path drawn by countless circling horses before them. "How are you feeling up there?" Dee called. She thought she saw Ben nod. He looked capable. His balance was good, he moved well with the horse. "Want to try something more?" She definitely saw him nod that time. She opened her mouth to yell instructions, but Ben urged Dizzy forward on his own. The horse broke into a bouncing trot that looked too light for his hulking size. Ben rose and fell to the beat for a few moments then Dizzy stretched out and shifted into a quick, rocking canter. Dee found her eyes lingering on Ben, instructions forgotten, watching his hips rock with the easy, fast gate. "Okay, okay." She'd yelled it mostly to herself, to the tightening she felt in her stomach and chest, and lower, that made her think of other times one might see him move that way. Ben turned Dizzy back and slowed him as they came back to face Dee.
Ben grinned down at her. "So do you know where to put me?" Dee's eyes narrowed. Being angry kept her from blushing again. She heard cars on the gravel. The first of the afternoon students, most likely. "I think I have an idea. Does tomorrow work for you?" "I can wiggle it in." Ben dismounted, still smiling in a way he probably thought was charming. Well, it probably would have been if Dee hadn't been turning a few too many thoughts around in her mind. "Good, I'll see you them. Thanks for saddling Dizzy for his afternoon class." Dee turned the horse and walked away, hoping Ben would get the hint and leave. She couldn't think right when he was around. She had been flattered in the barn, when he asked the horse to help him impress her. But if Mr. Ben Handsome thought his "huhuhuh, I'm just a dumb man that don't know nothing about no horses" act could fool her after she'd seen him both on the ground and on horseback, he was gravely mistaken. Dee might be oblivious to many things in the world, but she knew horses. And after today she knew Ben knew horses too. - Chapter Three Dee stared at her chart. The words, in her own handwriting, refused to get clearer. But then, what she was thinking wasn't really a question simple things, like letters, could answer. In a moment of spite, Dee had assigned Ben to a four-year old green colt named Ace for his afternoon lesson. Ace knew the basics of being ridden, but well-trained was not yet in his vocabulary. She hadn't changed her mind, because she wanted to see how far Ben was willing to take his act. She was betting he wouldn't take it far enough to let himself get hurt from a fall, or to let the horse fight him or misbehave, since he wanted to impress her. The odds were heavily in favor of Ben's cover being blown the moment he climbed aboard. But that didn't do much to solve Dee's problem. Like what to do. She'd woken this morning to her body responding to mutinous dream about Ben and his riding skills. She felt his arms around her again, his smile against her lips and her own body waiting below him, like an eager steed, wet and woefully empty. The feeling of his arms had turned out to be just her blankets, and the flaming feeling in her at the sight of his hips rocking was just a memory. But her lips, and a line down her neck had all been warmed as if he had just been there. As if he had just left her naked, pussy wet and nipples hard, alone in the bed. It had been difficult to think of anything else all day. The humdrum mechanics of running a barn she could do in her sleep, and it was sleep she wanted, to be back in his arms for a short time, even if it was only a dream. One of the few hard rules of dealing with so many people and horses was to not let yourself get distracted. She should have be present, aware of the actions of those around her. But the horses and students seemed content to let Dee fantasize as she worked. Someone knocked on her screen door, pulling Dee back out of another daydream. The chart hadn't changed and the knocking came again. "Just a minute," she yelled. Whenever she came home for lunch she left a sign on the door saying where she was and she took the barn's cordless phone with her so she could answer business calls. But it wasn't an early student or a concerned boarder outside the dusty screen. It was Ben, in worn blue jeans and a white T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He looked like a cowboy from a movie. Someone who should be riding along open plains, working leather and building up a few days of stubble. And who should definitely not be standing on her tiny porch, peering into the dark kitchen, so very dangerously close to her couch, her bed, hell, her kitchen table. "You're early," Dee said, joining Ben on the porch. She pulled the screen door closed behind her to discourage any thoughts she, or Ben, might have. "I know." He smiled and everything else melted away. "I'm early and I brought lunch." Ben picked a take out bag up from the chair Dee had managed to squeeze onto the porch. She didn't know what restaurant had a logo with a cursive A and leafy vines, but she hadn't been there before, which meant it wasn't fast food. Dee wasn't sure what to do. She sat, staring at the bag for a few moments too long. "Do you want to eat out here?" Ben asked. "Well no, there's not enough room..." "Then come on." Dee didn't put up much of a fight. Before she really knew what she'd agreed to she was sitting at her kitchen table across from Ben, who was opening containers and dishing food onto plates. "Why...why are you here?" It came out harsher than she meant for it to, but the words refuse to cooperate. Ben hid any surprise behind a soft smile. "Well, I don't live in town. I'm just here visiting. Sandra is busy, sitting around a hotel room alone isn't very fun, and I was hungry. So, here I am, sharing lunch with my riding instructor as thanks for taking on a troublemaker like me." Several thoughts hit Dee at once. The food being transferred to her plate was BBQ ribs, corn bread and potato salad, all of which ranked pretty high on her favorite food lists. She recognized that Ben had said that he didn't live in town. But she couldn't tell if she was happy about that or not. Wouldn't it mean that he wouldn't be around regularly? Again, she wasn't sure if this pleased her or not. And he had mentioned Sandra, which Dee knew made her heart sink. "Did you already eat?" Ben asked, not smiling, or at least not looking pleased for the first time Dee could remember. "No," Dee shook her head, more to clear her mind than in disagreement. "No, I'm just caught a little off guard. No one's ever brought me lunch before." "No one? Ever?" Dee smiled at his tone. "No, I'm usually the one stuck taking orders. Maybe someone has, when I was a kid, or some time that I've just forgotten. But it's not standard. And it's never been like this." "Like this?" Dee gestured to the chunk of ribs and generous portion of potato salad on her plate. "This is picnic food at the least. Maybe even, like, sit-down restaurant food. If it doesn't come from a freezer or a drive-thru it doesn't usually end up in this house." "That's it. I'm moving in with you." Dee choked on a potato chunk. "What?" "I take it as a personal affront that anyone eats like that all the time. I can understand occasionally. But all the time? That's horrible. I cannot allow it." "I think, maybe, it's a little early to talk about moving in." Ben's grin was full of possibility and mischief. "Why is it an insult to you?" Dee asked, trying to coax the subject away from nefarious regions. "Because I'm a chef. Well, a rogue chef anyway. Like a cowboy without a ranch, I'm a chef without a kitchen." "Did you make this?" Ben laughed. "Oh, no. I ordered this." "Then why aren't you in a restaurant somewhere, cheffing away?" "Honestly? Because I'm tired of dressing in white and cooking sea urchins and scallops and all those picture perfect, dainty little meals that the fine cuisine type expect. I'm tired of trying to come up with something new and interesting enough to carry a restaurant when what I want to do is make cheeseburgers to die for and big sticky chocolate cakes that can make women come." Dee thought she was going to choke again. "If you want me to actually eat this you'll stop saying things like that." "But it's so much fun watching your reaction." Dee mock bowed over her hand, leaving crumbs from her piece of cornbread all over her tank top. She dropped the food and cursed. A few larger pieces fell into her cleavage. Dee blushed a fierce shade of red as she tried to get them out. Ben sat back, with that irritating smile on his face and watched her. "If you had any idea what crumbs in your bra line in ninety degree heat and at this sort of job felt like you wouldn't be laughing at me." "I'm not laughing! I swear." But his voice betrayed him. "I'm just enjoying the view." Dee stood up, ready to tell him off. Ready to scream at him, to refuse to give him his riding lesson. She was ready to chase him off Deepdale Acres' property. Instead he stood and stepped to her and covered her mouth with his. Dee's anger faded, her embarrassment and her worry all faded, melting away under the feel of his lips on hers. His fingers, which before had held her even when she was dirty and sweaty, trailed down her bare arms, raising goosebumps on her skin even in the warm air. He stepped back and Dee was left tottering, eyes opened but not seeing, mouth slightly open as she tried to catch her breath.
"All better?" Dee sank back into her chair, unable to argue any longer. "I don't think I'll be complaining." Ben chuckled. Dee tried not to look at him. She tried not to think of how her skin buzzed where he'd touched her and how every time she took a bite she saw his hands on the food, preparing it just for her. She knew he said he hadn't, but she couldn't stop thinking of it nonetheless. Mostly though, she couldn't stop thinking of Sandra's friendly smile and her perfect, bouncing blonde ponytail. - Chapter Four Dee tried to hide a grin as she watched Ben try to maneuver Ace into the arena. Oh, the gate was wide open. But the colt had decided he didn't like the new-ish coat of red paint on the gate and refused to go anywhere near it. Not even a belly full of delicious, and free, food could keep Dee from standing back and watching Ben struggle between who he really was and who he was pretending to be. She wasn't sure how much of his act was real, but this, she felt, would make him 'fess up. The light-footed palomino colt pranced as Ben guided him toward the hole in the fence again. At the last second, he danced away, jumping to the side and spinning, scraping Ben's right leg along the fence for a foot or two. "What's his problem?" Ben asked. He looked down at her and scowled. "You don't need to laugh at me." Dee opened her mouth to answer but Ben scrunched his face up at her and pulled back on the reins. Ace did a little jig and tried to get the bit in his teeth, where he wouldn't feel the pressure Ben was putting on his mouth. Ben didn't let up and the colt began to obey, his feet taking him backwards, right through the open gate. A look of triumph washed over Ben's face. Ace shook his head when Ben released the pressure then turned on command and began walking in the large circle like a docile zoo pony. As if the fight had never happened. But it did prove Dee's point. She felt fiercely satisfied as she strode through the sand to the center of the ring. Of all the things she couldn't do to him, calling his bullshit was one thing she could.
"How's he feel?"
"He doesn't like me." Ben shifted slightly in the saddle. "It's like riding a horse on a trampoline."
Ace was a gorgeous mover. The barn owner had huge plans for him in the show ring. But now he was holding himself stiff backed and straight-legged, expressing his dissatisfaction at not being allowed to play. "He's just energetic. How about letting him stretch his legs a bit? Do a few circles at a trot." Ace tried to jump straight to a gallop when Ben's heels touched him. Ben held him back. After a few steps, Ace settled into a fast, jarring trot. Horses weren't that different from children. Ace was in the equine equivalent of his teens and as such didn't like doing the easy circles or the repetitive practice exercises most of the classes went through. He wasn't technically a school horse anyway, since he was still in training. The more steady school horses could do lessons in their sleep. Ace treated everything other than soaring over fences and racing at top speed as boring. But if his rider aimed him at one of the jumps set up in the inside of the ring they'd learn soon enough why the stable had bought him. He may have fought every step of the circles some days, but when he jumped he flew. Ace didn't settle down much after three loops. He still stepped high and bouncing, but he began to obey as well. Dee surged with pride at Ben. "Okay, let's wear him down a bit, take him to a canter. I want you to do two loops, then we'll try some figure eights." Ace changed smoothly into a canter. He made one loop, then started the second beautifully collected under Ben's hand. Ace and Ben flashed by the gate and suddenly they weren't where they should have been had they finished the circuit. Panicked, Dee's eyes scraped the ground, expecting to see Ben in the dirt. The ground was empty. Her gaze continued across the arena.
She found Ben fighting Ace near the center of the ring. As she cringed they slammed into one of the jumps. She thought she saw other people running toward them from the barn. There was no sound, just a horse throwing his head and dancing around and a hard-faced man on his back edging the horse away from the jungle of jumps and rails and straight back toward the offending gate. Dee couldn't speak, she could barely breathe as she watched Ben keep Ace on a tight rein. The man guided the horse down the side of the arena, first at a trot then a walk. Finally Ben pulled Ace to a stop, with the horse's yellow chest touching the red gate. Everything held still for a moment, the Ace stepped forward passively, pushing the gate open with his body and stepping placidly out of the ring and toward the barn. By the time Dee caught up Ben had Ace tied in an aisle and was pulling the saddle off his back. Dee wasn't sure where to start. Should she point out that he'd been lying to her, or apologize for her choice, which she realized now could have seriously hurt him? "Just tell me you didn't do that to play some sort of joke on me," Ben said at last. He hadn't opened his mouth until after he'd returned Ace's tack to the tack room, returning with a brush and taking his anger out on the horse's coat. Ace lowered his head and closed his eyes, clearly enjoying the firmness Ben was coaxing out of those well-muscled arms. "It wasn't a joke." Dee sighed and tried to think very carefully of what to say. Nothing sounded right. She was horrible at fighting with people. That's why she'd long ago developed a habit of just nodding and trying to find a way to appease them. "I know you aren't a beginner. You don't jump when the horse moves like beginners do. You aren't intimidated by the horses, not even ones like Ace, and you're a damn fine rider. You may say you don't know what you're doing, but your body knows what it's doing." And what else would his body know how to do, Dee, she asked herself. "So that stunt was just to get me to admit that I can ride?" "Well, why were you lying to me, Ben?" "I've been riding since I was three. I asked for lessons because I was trying to get close to you." "You were lying to get close to me?" "Why else would I be? What else would I have to gain by pretending to be a student?" "I don't know," was all Dee could think to say. The thought that someone would do something like that just to be around her...Well, no one wanted to be around her. She was usually overworked, tired, sweaty or smelling like horse poop, or all of the above. The barn was full of cliques. Show riders, pleasure riders, western riders, weekend cowboys and people who had decided to act on a few of their childhood dreams and bought a horse with no clue what all it entailed. Dee never fit in with any one of them. If she wasn't the barn manager no one would give her the time of day. "You could have at least warned me that Ace was gate shy." "He's not," Dee said dismissively, still mulling over her own thoughts. "He's never had a bit of trouble with that gate before." "Then what happened?" "He's inexperienced. He acts up a lot. Oh, and he's not gelded yet." "Not gelded." Ben shook his head. "Out there on a stallion and I didn't even know it. You're lucky there weren't any other horses in that ring." "What, do you think I'm completely stupid? I made sure you were the only one in there. I wouldn't have done it at all if I didn't think you could handle it. I'm not a complete idiot, you know." Anger sparked in Dee and she couldn't stop it. It was closely related to the raw lust that had been burning in her since she first met Ben. "And what you do you think you were doing? What do you mean you wanted to spend time with me? What happened, did you break up with Sandra already?" "Break up...? What do you..." "What kind of person are you, hitting on me, bringing me lunch, making me want to drag you to bed instead of out here to the barn, when you're supposed to be with Sandra?" Ben looked confused. It threw Dee off. Her mouth closed with a snap that almost caught her tongue and she had to look away. "Sandra's married. She's not my girlfriend," Ben said in the tense silence. "She's my sister." Before Dee could answer, or ever close her hanging jaw, Ben turned in the aisle, threw his brush into the box and left her alone with the horse. - Chapter Five Dee stood in the barn, feeling like an idiot and wrestling with confusion for a long time. Finally Ace jerked on the rope tying him to the wall impatiently. He leaned back to do so, placing his hoof firmly on Dee's foot. Dee felt like kicking him back, but she knew she really wanted to kick herself. She saw Ace safely to his stall and left the barn, head down, not sure what to do next. She scanned the area, not really focusing until she saw Ben's truck still in the lot. Neither horse, nor human stopped her from walking as fast as she could around the area, looking for him, and trying to keep half an eye on the lot as well, to see if she could catch him leaving. She found him, not far from where they'd started. Ben sat at a picnic table, tucked away behind the second barn in the peaceful shade not far from the woods. There were trails past the barn, but the table often went unused because there were more choice places to socialize on Deepdale's property. Places where one could be seen. Dee sat beside him, pleased to see he didn't move away. "Sandra's married?" Ben nodded. "To some rich guy she met in college. He's gay and wants to keep it under wraps so it doesn't affect his business. She plays the part of his loving wife, he buys her everything she wants. It works out well because they're good friends, they have each other's support and they can both pursue what they really love. Him, his men. Her, the horses." "I sort of feeling bad for hating her now." "You hate her?" Dee shook her head dismissively. "Not really. Everything just seems to come so easily to her. Like she's perfect. Perfect people are easy to dislike." "She seems perfect here, maybe." "So you aren't taken?" Ben smiled at her, his face half in shadow. "No." "Not even dating?" "Not even dating." She leaned into him, more awkwardly that she'd meant to, pressing her lips against his. It wasn't a graceful kiss, but Dee was pretty sure he got the point. "So just like that I'm supposed to forget that you tried to kill me?" Ben asked. Something in his voice sounded wrong, but the words made Dee's heart sink like a stone to her stomach. "I didn't try to kill you. I was angry that you lied to me, and because I thought you were trying to get me to help you cheat on Sandra." "Who you said you hate. So why would it matter?" "I don't really hate her, I'm horribly jealous of her and regardless she is still a woman and I would never help a man cheat..." He was laughing. Dee was burning with embarrassment and lust that she was sure for a few terrible moments would end as it had begun, in dreams and wishful thinking, and Ben was sitting there laughing at her. "You're laughing at me." "I'm not trying to. You're so cute when you're angry." "Cute?" "Absolutely adorable." His arms wrapped around her and pulled her across the wood slats to him. After that it became easier. The tension, the emotion in her stomach melted away under the heat of new emotions. With no space between them, every touch, every brush of skin or clothing against her felt like a tiny, enticing electric charge calling her nerves to stand at attention. Her hands went under his shirt first. She wanted to feel his skin, the hardness of his muscles that she'd seen move so often in other places. Ben pulled away from her long enough to pull the shirt over his head. His chest was a wide expanse, tanned the same tone as his arms. It felt just as good to be held against the rest of him as it had felt when he carried her. Safe, warm, loved. And a few feelings that had nothing at all to do with being taken care of. Feelings that jabbed a breathless line through her, straight to her pussy, which wanted him only slightly more than her brain. It was a physical need, as if she'd lose herself if she didn't have his body to ground her. His fingers trailed over her breasts, still hidden behind layers of fabric. He didn't seem to care. He circled where her nipples were, making them hard despite the muted sensation. Ben watched her so carefully, his gaze following every muscle twitch and his hands explored places not often touched by outside hands. His lips opened when a shiver caught her and after she reopened her eyes and looked at him he tossed all caution aside. His tongue entered her mouth like a promise, a teasing mirror of other parts of him that might enter her. Dee felt like clay in his hands, mold-able, only firm and solid at her mouth and in her hands, which clung to him, pulling him closer lest he move away. Dee pulled back for a breath and Ben refused to give her a moment. His mouth went to the tender skin where her throat became the underside of her chin. She thought he might be a bit cruel, a bit too rough, but his lips caressed skin like his fingers still played along her breasts and spine, an endless path, gentle with the hint of barely restrained need. He moved toward the meatier part of her. His mouth found the side of her neck with a bit more roughness, a hint of teeth and pressure that moved down to her collarbone, stealing her ability to breathe. Ben's hands moved down from her spine along the side of her hips. He grabbed her and forced her up, legs open and down across him, so she pressed against his hips, and against the hardness growing underneath his pants. She obliged by moving up the curve of him, sliding up, almost moving away for a moment before grinding back down against him. His fingers dug into the denim covering her butt and he pulled back from her mouth long enough to growl. "I don't know if it's a good thing or a bad thing that you're wearing jeans." "Why's that?" "Because if it was something else I'd have torn through it by now." Dee grinned. Ben gave her a dark look and dove for her chest mouth first. But he wasn't thinking of being kind. Instead Dee felt the pressure of teeth through her bra, still nothing more than a rough tease. Heat surged from Ben's mouth directly to Dee's pussy and the need to be filled, to be fucked, overrode everything else. "Not here," she gasped when his mouth and hands had given her moment to think. "I don't want to end up with splinters in my ass." Ben seemed like he might not listen, or might shove her away. Both seemed to be possibilities in his face, in the fierce lust in his eyes. "Where then? You name it." "My house." She wasn't sure they'd reach the door. She was pretty sure they'd never reach the bed. As he picked her up and pushed them away from the bench Dee wasn't sure she'd care if he threw her onto the grass in the nearby paddock and had her with a live audience looking on. - Chapter Six They could barely make it to her cottage. The door slammed behind them and they were already through the kitchen. Ben reached for her as soon as they cleared the wall that kept the living room separate from the kitchen. His fingers brushed hers as she unbuttoned her jeans. Then Dee jogged up the stairs, letting her jeans fall down as she moved and stepping out of them as they hit her ankles. Ben followed her through the small hall. Dee saw him shed his belt, boots and shirt as he went. Dee pushed against her door, expecting it to fall open at her touch. Instead it gave her resistance and Ben was on her from behind, his hands traveling up her hips and his mouth giving a lick up the top of her spine before sucking at the bottom of her neck. Dee moaned, her chest falling harder against the door and her hips thrusting back against Ben, lest he think she was pulling away. He grabbed her left shoulder roughly and turned her around to face him. Their mouths met. Dee griped him, aching with the need to have even a small part of him inside her. His pants were gone, reduced to a puddle of denim at their feet. Dee didn't remember seeing him remove them. She wanted to see him, to take in the sight of him, but the hall was dim and he was pressed so close she could feel him hard against her. Their pelvises ground together. His cock pressed between her legs, sliding against her already eager clit. Her heat moisturized him. For a moment Dee lay against the door, no longer sure if she was actually lying down, or still on her feet. She was perfectly content, no, her body almost demanded that she remain still and revel in the feeling of him rubbing himself against her. His mouth found the most interesting places, places she wasn't aware she had. And his cock slid between her outer lips and over her, practically begging, again and again as he pushed them together then pulled away slightly to come at her from a new angle. When the door gave, Dee realized she'd forgotten she was leaning against it. Ben caught her before fighting to leave his pants in the doorway. She escaped his arms and dove for the bed. She hit the tangled sheets and rolled, messing them more. Ben finally came inside the room, pausing to look down at her. The blinds were drawn, but light still came through casting lines across him that Dee had the urge to trace with her tongue. The stripes moved, no, he was walking forward, toward her, and they moved over him, illuminating and hiding him at once. Dee didn't know what to stare at. Was it appropriate to watch him advance on her, and think of what it meant as parts pointed, aiming at her and jumped slightly with his heartbeat? She wanted time to run her hands over his chest and back again, to feel the muscle she'd seen him use with every step. She wanted to feel how his stomach ran into his hips, and converted down into those powerful legs. But there was no time, not now, as he grabbed her legs and pulled her across the bed to where he wanted her. She had a breath, no time for words before he was on her, and then in her, and she could think of nothing else. She felt stupid that she couldn't form words. Not even an encouraging "Oh yes" or a well deserved clamor for a deity of some kind. Ben seemed pleased enough with her breathless gasps and increased the vigor with which his pelvis, and thus his cock, met the back of her thighs. It was almost too much, not a sensation Dee was used to by any stretch of the word. She wondered if she was still breathing, struggled to think of a way to return even a portion of what Ben gave. The heat and building in her groin consumed her as if that's all that existed. Ben's cock stroked parts rarely used, making Dee wonder why she'd stopped pursuing men in the first place. Dee's pleasure grew as if Ben pumped it in with every thrust. It rose in a tight column of muscle through Dee's groin and up, filling her stomach. A line trailed up from the hot liquid heat inside her, like a thin chain to her nipples. Ben's mouth found them, only briefly, leaving a smear of heat, quickly forgotten in the moving air. But the touch worked like a jolt of electricity on her pussy. Dee's shoulders tried to meld into the mattress while her overwhelmed, twitching pussy tried to force Ben from her by squeezing. "Oh god." At least he could manage words. Her orgasm caught her off guard. It hadn't been like that before. Release was just another thing on her to do list, a perfunctory function to get done as fast as possible so she could move on to more important things. "Are you okay, Dee?" She blinked a few times, suddenly aware that he had stopped moving. "Yeah, I'm okay." "You look surprised." "Just pleased. Don't tell me you're done already?" Ben chuckled and and moved a bit inside her. "Not quite yet." Their lips met, but only briefly, before the gentleness bled from Ben's eyes and the raw lust took over. Dee wrapped her legs around him, holding him in his motions against her. He moved to slow down and she growled. "There will be time for slow and romantic later. Now I want you to come for me," Dee pushed her hips up at him. Ben obliged with a noise somewhere between a growl and a chuckle. He moved inside her fast, desperate, her hips rising with each thrust. His head fell back for a moment, his hands gripping her just a shade past the point of pain. Then as Dee watched the lines of his face he looked down at her and met her eyes before his body went momentarily tense and he came, hot, gushing and twitching, inside her. Ben managed to angle himself so that when he collapsed it wasn't on top of her. Instead it was into her arms. Dee wrapped herself around him as if she knew she could keep him. "Mmm, thank you," Ben said. Dee shuddered when he finally disengaged from her and draped an arm over her. "I could say the same to you. It's never quite been like that before." "I hope that's a good thing," Ben said. Dee giggled and nodded. "I'm not complaining, just stating." "Well, good." They lingered in a cooling silence. Dee was more than content to just lay against him forever. Outside she heard a not-distant-enough honking horn and sighed. "I almost forgot I'm supposed to be working." Ben laughed. "Drove every thought out of your head, did I?" "Almost." Dee gave him a soft, fast kiss, but kept an inch of distance when he reached for her. "Well," he said, propping himself up on one arm. "I'm afraid I'm a little late in informing you of this, but there's a catch to being with me." Dee's heart sank. "What kind of catch?" "Don't look like someone just died. Just a little, tiny catch I swear." But he would say no more. They lingered a bit longer, Dee unable to think of much but her three o' clock class, and speculate on Ben's catch. There was Sandra of course, but Dee felt that she'd be able to deal with Sandra much easier now. She strained, but nothing came to the front of her mind. What else could there be? - Chapter Seven Dee woke before Ben and smiled. It couldn't have worked better if she planned it. They'd spent four months enduring sporadic visits, spiced up with nightly phone calls, and trading long distance gifts. But today, today the truck would arrive and providing she could pass whatever this final test was, Ben wouldn't be leaving her little cottage again. He still hadn't given her even a hint of what the final test was. He'd just grin and seal his lips, no matter how she tried to get it out of him. Today she planned on going for extra points. Ben didn't stir as she pulled away from him. Her bed was a touch too small for both of them. Ben had promised that his was bigger. But there was still room now for Dee to slink down, pulling the sheets with her. She paused for a moment, looking up at him with her head resting on his leg. She'd been with other men, okay, another man, long ago in high school, but she'd never had an opportunity to study a man, to watch him sleep, to see him completely off guard before Ben started coming to visit. She was afraid that the heat of her breath would wake him. Instead it just caused his body to respond even though his mind was unaware. Dee grinned and watched him grow larger reflexively. After another hot breath Dee hovered over him for a moment before she took him into her mouth. Ben woke with a groan. One of the good kinds, Dee was pleased she'd learned to tell the difference. She grinned as she moved her tongue over the hard expanse of him. He made it difficult to both smile and surround him with her mouth. He didn't seem to mind. Dee took her time, studying what she'd seen with her tongue and lips. She particularly enjoyed the texture difference between his shaft and head, where soft skin became even softer and more tender. Not giving Ben a choice in the matter she fucked him with her mouth, leaving him grabbing at the sheets and panting at her whim. She took a teasing moment to pull away, to look up at him, taunting. "Kiss up," he muttered. Dee giggled. Ben used the moment to grab her and roll her under him. "You won't get away with it, you vixen." Dee would have been happy to keep to her plan, but Ben gave her no choice. He bowed over her, pressing their lips together roughly as he slipped inside her. She was more than ready, her oral play moistening her with no help from him. "Mmm, glad to see you enjoyed my wake up too." Ben moved over her and inside her in long, slow strokes. Dee could feel every bit of him moving in and caressing her before pulling away. He straightened up, towering over her, only his hips and abdomen moving. It drove Dee wild. She pushed her hips up to meet him, encouraging him, asking for more. Ben responded, quickening his pace. He moved his hand down, finding her clit and stroking it in time with his thrusts. He looked down at her with pure lust on his face and Dee felt something tighten inside her. Sometimes she thought he could make her come with that look, that raw desire alone. Her body replied to his, her pleasure like a molten liquid growing between her hips. Dee reached out and found his hot skin and hard body under her fingers. She clutched at him, trying to slow the build. She want to see him, to let him come, to know that she had given him that pleasure. But Ben ignored her. His hands caressed her body and his hips still rode, steady and delicious, against her. Dee, gave up, letting him force that heat from a pool to a wave of muscle tensing pleasure that rode over her and pulsed around him. Ben's wicked grin faded as her body squeezed at his, both the hot wet folds of her pussy and her hands on him. He made a noise somewhere between a sigh and moan, then Dee felt him twitch and gush inside her, making the heat in her a physical reality.
Ben growled again, and grinned. He bent down to her and kissed her again, hard, pulling her whole body against him. "What did I do to deserve that?" "Oh, just trying to earn some brownie points before breakfast." Ben glanced at the clock and the moment broke. "If we even have time for breakfast." "Uh uh," Dee said, grabbing at him with her hands and legs. "You don't get to work without having a good breakfast first." "We could share a shower," Ben said, an amused, musing look on his face. "But I'm not sure I can manage that without seconds." Dee blushed, but smiled in return. She pulled the loose sheet from the tangle of covers and wrapped it around her. As he watched she stood on the unsteady surface and stepped over him. "I guess I'll just have help you avoid temptation. No nudity until work is done." She moved away and he jumped up after her, his hands reaching for the sheet. Dee giggled and ran for the bathroom, Ben chasing along behind her. * * * She'd never felt so nervous in her life. She'd made it through two morning lessons while Ben was off arranging whatever final test he had planned for her. She had no idea what else he could want from her. There wasn't a part of each other they had yet to see. When he was in town they lived together as if they had always done so. There hadn't been any problems merging their lives together, other than the empty times when Ben went back home. So why, Dee wondered, leaning against the rake she'd been using to clean bits of hay and clumps of mud from the barn aisle, was he putting everything on this one last event? Would he really leave her if she somehow failed? She heard the unmistakable sound of heavy tires on the gravel drive. Her anxiety increased tenfold, and she remembered again how she had felt on the day she met Ben. Well, she told herself, if it worked out okay then, it couldn't get too bad now. She put a pretty smile on her face and left the rake behind, walking out of the barn to see what was headed toward her. There was the moving van, of course, which got plenty of looks from the people hanging around the barn. It pulled over toward the cottage and several boarders looked at her with knowing grins on their faces. Behind it was Ben's truck, still pulling Sandra's trailer from the shows they'd driven to over the weekend. Sandra had traded their help at the show for her help moving him in. She walked up behind Dee and put and arm on her shoulder. "Relax," she said with a knowing grin on her face. Ben didn't park, instead he backed the truck and trailer up in front of the barn before turning it off. "What--" Dee asked, but Sandra went to help Ben unlatch the trailer doors. Moments later a very brown, very horse-shaped butt walked backwards down the ramp followed by the rest of the horse and Ben at its head. "Dee, this is Sam." Dee felt confused. "Sam? Am I missing something?" "Nope," Ben grinned in his teasing, obnoxious and sexy way. "I won't get serious about anyone until my horse approves of them. They have far better instincts than people. Horses can see what kind of person you are when humans can't." Dee held a hand out to Sam. He was a handsome horse, big, chestnut with a blaze of white across his forehead and nose. She couldn't see much of his shape under the plaid blanket and leg wraps, but she knew if he was Ben's then he was in fine shape. "Well Sam, what do you think? Am I worth more than just a romp or two in bed?" Sam's ears rotated then flopped down, making him look, for a moment, like a mule. Then he wuffed softly and tried to chew on Dee's hair. "Is that a good thing?" Dee asked. Sandra moved up to them, taking the lead rope from Ben's hands. Ben let his sister take his horse. His arms moved around Dee, lifting her into him. He pulled her up to him and kissed her, warming them both with enough passion and joy to last a long, long time. "It's a very good thing." Ben and Dee took each others' hands and turned toward the cottage together, momentarily forgetting the long day in front of them for the joy it stood for. - Acknowledgments I would like to thank Jerrod Balzer, who taught me how to format ebooks when I was overwhelmed and confused as well as Blissfully Blind and Shadow Magi Group on Deviant Art for graciously allowing the use of their stock photos for the cover. And also, I'd like to give a nod to my SF/F/H fans who found my Deepdale Acres stories to "not be their thing". Here's hoping they'll find a proper audience who can enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them. About the Author M. Lush is the romance pseudonym of science fiction/fantasy writer Michele Lee. Though she's usually writing about monsters, mutants and mayhem in her heart she remains a hopeless romantic who misses her barn days more than any other time of her past. For the latest news see deepdaleacres.wordpress.com and to follow the flip side head over to michelelee.net - Sneak Peek of... Deepdale Acres #2 Running Free Crista wasn't prepared for what she saw when she left the derelict hovel of a trailer sitting on the hill and walked down the sloping field into the barn. She'd seen the animals outside, watched the pigs, with their ribs showing and the puppies, stacked three high in wire cages, sniffing at piles of their own waste to weigh the possibility of it being palatable. She watched quietly, recording with a small hand-held digital video recorder, when the livestock wandered by, picking through the rusting junk and mud in search of a stray leaf or a spot with mud liquid enough to drink. The part of her that closed off and let her do her job first, and deal with the horrors that she saw later, kept her calm through the documentation, the raid, and through most of the inspection of the house. When she found the cats--three fur covered skeletons were all that was left--she held solid. But when she walked into the dark barn the wall opened and everything started to spill out. The word "Cody" was glued onto a wood plate with a thin rope, but the plate itself was half chewed from where the creature within—Crista wasn't sure she could still call it a horse—had tried to eat the wood planks of the stall because there was nothing else to eat. Looking down at the horse, shrunken and folded over himself on bare, hard dirt, Crista couldn't see a single thing right. She wasn't an expert. She didn't even consider herself experienced, but she could see so many things wrong. His hips and ribs were clearly visible. His hooves were long and splintered and turned up at the end. There was a spot on his nose where the filthy, mud-caked halter had rubbed the skin to the point of bleeding. There were other spots along his body where hair was missing and a foul, rotted smell came from either him, or something he was laying on. His head drooped, his coat was dull and flaky. There was no question he'd been sickly. For a moment, she though he'd died in his sleep maybe, and still sat that way. She hoped it had been that peaceful for the poor thing in the end. Tears welling up to her eyes she raised her camera to document the scene and Cody jerked his head up in response. "Son of a bitch." Crista set the camera on a nearby dusty box, ironically painted with a faded red cross and mounted on the outside of the stall wall. Then she looked around for a rope of some kind. She found a filthy, rusted lead rope, the kind with a bull snap on the end, in the dirt at the end of the row, snatched it up and ran back to where the horse was struggling to get to his feet. He was too weak to panic, she noted, trying to shove the tears back down because they were doing nothing but making it hard for her to see. But he was too weak to get up too. Oakes and Preston found her only moments later as she tried to use her own body to give the horse the leverage he needed to get to his feet. She wasn't a slight woman by anyone's standards, but Cody was at least eight hundred pounds, under weight and sick, and her one fifty wasn't doing much to help. "What are you doing?" Preston asked. He was three hundred solid pounds of the kind of male strength that defied simpler things like the laws of physics. "Trying to get him up. Laying down is bad right? And he couldn't get up on his own." Cody doubled his weak efforts to gain his feet. His forelegs shook with the effort. Preston didn't hesitate. He got behind the horse, risking the very real possibility of being kicked either on accident or on purpose if it flailed. After a moment Oakes, still pristine save for his boots, joined in. "Come on, baby, you can do it." Crista didn't even realize she was cheering the horse on as she pulled. She wasn't the the type to show more than a stoic face, even to the worst kind of victims, but her secret emotions were safe with the horse, who would never be able to tell anyone. Oakes and Preston could go fuck themselves if they decided to make a big deal about it later. "Come, Cody. Come on, boy." "Shit, she's already named it." Crista gave Oakes a glare, then with a monumental push the horse came up onto all fours, immediately stumbling a few steps to the side before stabilizing. Crista swallowed a victorious whoop then a little shake when she realize that, even though she was a decent five eight, the horse's dull brown head was about a foot higher than hers. He was big. The intimidation factor tried to kick in, but Crista buried it behind practiced focus. "Now what?" she asked. "There's lots of grass out there, go let him eat some so we don't have to try to pick him up again." Preston glared at Oakes. "Are you an idiot?" He turned to Crista. "Grass is the last thing he needs. It could make him real sick, any food could. Walk him slowly up and down the hall here, just to keep him on his feet. Do not let him eat. After being starved it can make his stomach real upset and cause a lot of problems. I'll send the vet in as soon as he gets here." Crista nodded. Preston glared at Oakes again. "Haven't you ever heard of founder? Or colic?" "I'm not a horse person," Oakes protested as the pair walked out to where the rest of the team waited. "How do you live in horse country and not pick this stuff up?" "How did you know all that?" Oakes asked, brushing at the dirt on his pants. "My daughter's been riding since she was four," Preston answered. "Hard not to absorb some of it." The other officer's voices faded until the barn was quiet, save for the soft steps of hoof and boot in loose dirt and Crista's quiet murmurings of encouragement. She felt like she had stumbled upon the steed of Death himself. Barely more than a rug over an equine skeleton, Crista had the sick feeling this would be the last time she'd see Cody.