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  Dedication


To my first horse and my heart horse: 
Lexington – you taught me more about myself and life than I realized in my younger years. You put up with my silly teenage antics, let me jump bareback without letting me fall, and showed me what true love is all about. 
Valentine, you were my heart horse and the inspiration for the horse in this book. You loved to jump, and you gave me wings. Our connection was so special, and I will always love you and cherish every course we conquered together.  
To my husband: Thank you for believing in me on my author journey, and especially while writing my debut novel. I love you, and I couldn’t do this without your support.
To my sister: You are my person, my best friend, and your love for horses has always mirrored mine. I could not have done this without you! This book is, in part, dedicated to you and the horses we have loved throughout the years. 
To my parents: Thank you for putting up with the horse-crazy kid I was and helping me in any way you could. Every lesson and trip to the barn you drove me to, every penny you gave me that you could barely spare, led me to where I am and who I am today. Thank you for everything you gave me and for supporting my dreams.
To my long-term friends: Many of you inspired the characters in this book. Your friendship made writing about these characters so easy, and I am so thankful for the friendships we have built over the years. 
Maleisha, Kerry, and Kendall—we practically grew up together, and I wouldn’t be the person I am today without you. Thank you for all your love, support, and encouragement during the process of writing this book! 
Sarah, thank you for putting up with me for hours (trapped in a car) while I looked through a billion pictures for this book's cover. I am so thankful for all the years of memories we have together. 
Mandy, how could I not include you in my book? You are my best friend, and we learned how to be real adults in the world together. Thank you all for your love and support over a decade later! 
To my “horse friends”: The bond we share over horses is one that cannot be replicated in any other friendship. You will always be the ones who truly understood the endless days, evenings, and weekends spent at the barn or at horse shows. We devoured horse books, played horse in our backyards or on our bikes, rode our own horses together, and talked for hours about the one thing we couldn’t get enough of. As adults, you are the ones that “get” why we spend so much of our precious time and money on these incredible animals. Thank you for all the years of horse-girl friendship I have shared with you. 






  
  Chapter One


Emma Walker stared at a chestnut mare huddled in the furthest corner of a large auction pen. 
Despite the mud and filth she was covered in, Emma could make out a wide blaze that ran from under the mare’s forelock and white markings on all four legs.  The auction pen was cramped, and the other horses shifted nervously around the mare. She never moved and only glanced Emma’s way once. But if looks could melt a soul, Emma’s would have been a puddle on the ground. 
“She looks too sweet to be here,” Maggie, Emma’s riding instructor and friend of ten years, said in a hushed tone as if reading Emma’s mind. The air was hot and humid, and the cracks in the roof above the pen were shining beams of light around the dusty old pole barn. 
This was far from their first trip to this auction. Maggie had a soft spot for rescuing horses from this place. If Maggie's horses didn’t come from an auction, they came off the track. Joining Maggie on this venture was something Emma did at least several times a year. After Maggie spent some time getting the rescues healthy and well-schooled in the show jumping or eventing disciplines, she sold them to good people and started the process all over again. 
The sound of the announcer broke Emma’s train of thought as his voice echoed from the speaker above; the auction was about to begin. Maggie and Emma had spent almost an hour scouring different round pens for the next project horse, but this was the first horse today that truly caught their attention.
When the mare was led into the sales ring, Emma tried to resist the overwhelming emotions that flooded her mind when she came into view. The horse hung her head low and ignored the rumblings of the crowd when asked to halt in the center of the ring. The announcer informed the crowd that there was very little history on the mare, only that she was probably around ten years old and broke to ride. This was not uncommon. Most of the horses Maggie purchased from this auction in the past came with little to no history. 
Out of the corner of her eye, Emma saw Maggie’s white bid paddle fly up as she placed the first bid. Two others across the room lifted their paddles, beginning a bidding war. The auctioneer called out fifty dollars, then one hundred dollars, then two hundred, as the bidders continued to challenge each other. The man across the room shook his head and put his sign down after the price reached two hundred. Emma's heart hammered in her chest, feeling nervous for the little mare's future as the other bidder made it clear he was not ready to back down. Maggie had lost to other bidders in the past when the price was pushed past what she could afford, and she would simply move on to her second-choice horse in those cases. 
However, this was the first time Emma felt such a strong pull towards one of these auction horses. She wanted this mare to go home with Maggie more than usual. Feeling the tension in the room between bidders, Emma heard the auctioneer call out two hundred and fifty dollars. Maggie’s white sign flew up once more, this time without being met with a challenging bid.
Finally, the auctioneer yelled, “Sold for two hundred and fifty dollars,” pointing at Maggie’s bid raised bid card and Emma felt her heart skip a beat. Maggie led the skinny, dirty horse from the pen towards the trailers, and the mare all but loaded herself. Emma watched the horse stare out the window of the trailer; her eyes looked softer now.  She seemed happy to be away from the overly crowded pen she came from.  
The tires on Maggie’s older truck crunched on the gravel below them as they pulled into the driveway of her farm. Horses that had been grazing lazily on lush summer grass in the pasture near the driveway flung their heads up and called out to the new arrival. 
Maggie looked over at Emma with an all-knowing smirk. “So, you know it’s your turn for the first ride this time, right?”
The other riders at her barn who helped with Maggie’s project horses would take turns with a game they called “the first ride challenge.” Whenever a new auction horse or off-the-track thoroughbred was ready to be ridden for the first time, the rider next in the rotation would mount up and hope for the best. This usually went one of two ways: surprisingly well or with someone almost or actually falling off. It was a whole-barn event at Maggie’s, and Emma found herself laughing, crying, or crying with laughter at her friends or herself during these infamous first rides. 
As the truck continued to bounce down the long drive, a memory of Emma’s most epic “first ride challenge” came to mind. Years ago, when she was still a teenager, Emma remembered her first ride on a young, sorrel Quarter Horse gelding who had come from the same auction.
“Just walk him around for a while, get a feel for him, and let him check out everything in the ring before you trot him,” Maggie had warned. Emma bit her lip and walked the horse in a figure-eight pattern around the arena, enjoying a perfect summer day on the back of Maggie’s newly acquired horse that she had affectionately named Beau. 
Back then, Maggie had not yet purchased the farm they were currently at, and the arena of this smaller farm directly bordering the backyards of some neighborhood homes. Aside from children’s screams as they played outside, it usually didn’t bother Emma or the other riders that they were in such close proximity to the neighboring yards while riding. 
Until that fateful day, of course.
“OK, Em, gently ask him for the trot,” Emma responded to Maggie’s instruction by gingerly asking the gelding to transition upward, and he moved forward into an energetic trot.
“That’s fine, Emma, just post slower, find a nice rhythm,” Maggie called out. 
Emma trotted around the far-right side of the ring and rounded the corner, making her way along the fence line bordering the neighboring yards. Emma only remembers parts of the next few moments: the sound of sprinklers popping up out of the ground, the blasting of high-pressure water into the fence railing, and Beau’s haunches. 
The moment the sprinkler water blasted onto the surprised horse’s back end, he bolted down the long side of the arena and headed straight towards the metal gate at the end of the ring. In what felt like the blink of an eye, Beau stopped dead in his tracks when he reached the end of the arena and spun to the left, consequently flinging Emma into the metal gate. 
She remembered hitting the gate full force, bouncing off it and onto the hard, unforgiving ground. Beau cantered away from her seemingly lifeless body, nostrils flaring and eyes wide, almost as surprised as Emma at the sprinkler-induced dismount. 
Emma chuckled to herself at the memory, now much funnier years later than the day she was left sitting in the dust. Snapping back to the present as the truck jolted to a stop, she knew Maggie well enough to know that the first ride on this new mare would not be anytime soon. It would be weeks, maybe a month before the mare would be ready. This horse needed time to decompress, gain weight, and do some groundwork first. 
The chestnut mare unloaded uneventfully, and Emma led her to the empty stall at the end of the barn aisle. Maggie tossed her hay, fed her grain, and the little mare gobbled up her dinner thankfully. Emma's barn-mate and friend Hailey rounded the corner and watched the mare as she munched casually on her hay.
“So, what are we calling this one?” Hailey asked, turning to Maggie. Maggie smiled, and Emma had a hunch Maggie had already been thinking of a name for this sweet horse since the moment they left the auction.
“Valentine,” Maggie stated assuredly. 
Emma slid under the stall guard and put one hand on the mare’s warm, soft back. “Val for short—I like it,” she whispered softly so as not to disturb Valentine’s happy hay crunching. 
“There is just something special about you, isn’t there?” Emma said to the mare.
She stood there, contemplating why this horse already seemed to steal her heart faster than any other horse Maggie had ever brought home. Maybe it was her sad expression or the way she looked in the corner of that auction pen. 
Either way, her pull to the little chestnut was irrevocable. 






  
  Chapter Two


For Emma, the days passed slowly. 
Emma rested her head on the top rail and hung her arms lazily over the fence line at Maggie’s barn as she watched a group of mares in the large green pasture gallop wildly around. Valentine was among them, and she was shaking her head as she galloped full speed towards the gate at the far side. It was a beautiful day in Ohio, perfect riding weather in Emma’s opinion. 
It had been a little over a month since Valentine was rescued from the auction, and she was already looking healthier and enjoying the life of a horse who was loved and properly cared for. Emma was always amazed at what time in a new home and good food could do for a horse who had come from less-than-ideal situations. Maggie and Hailey walked up behind Emma, halters and lead ropes in hand, interrupting her train of thought. Hailey giggled as she watched Emma staring longingly at Valentine galloping around the pasture.
“I see someone is excited about first ride day!” Hailey exclaimed.
Emma tried to hide the smile that broke over her face. Of course, she was excited. Everything about her relationship with Valentine had been special since the moment she met her, and she imagined her first ride on the mare would be no different. However, a wave of guilt quickly washed away her excitement. Not so many years ago, she lost her first horse, Lexington. Since then, she had not been ready even to entertain the idea of owning another horse. The heartbreak of losing her first horse was something that still haunted her. 
Emma unlatched the gate and walked over to where Valentine had finally stopped to eat grass. As Emma approached, the horse lifted her head and gave the young woman a low, friendly nicker. Leaning into the horse’s warm body, she scratched her neck before slipping the halter and lead rope around her head, leading her out of the pasture. The smell of horse and warm air filled her nose, and she breathed deeply, taking in the moment and her favorite smell as she walked the horse into the barn. 
Emma’s heart raced as she put her saddle on Valentine’s back. The mare stood quietly with one leg cocked, still savoring the treat Emma had offered her a few moments ago. Calming her mind and racing heart as she stepped up to the mounting block, she swung her leg over the mare for the first time. Maggie and Hailey were in the center of the large outdoor arena, leaning against a jump standard as they watched Emma take several laps around the arena at a walk.
“She looks pretty relaxed, Emma; you can go ahead and trot,” Maggie called from the other side of the ring. Emma asked the mare forward into the trot, and Valentine happily began trotting off in a nice rhythm. As the ride progressed, Emma couldn’t help but notice how smooth all four of Valentine’s gaits were, especially her canter. 
“It’s like riding a lazy boy,” she shouted to the other girls across the ring, laughing. 
“Why don’t you try seeing how she does over a small fence? Take her over that little jump on the diagonal,” Maggie said as she pointed to the cross rail.  
Emma pointed the mare toward the small jump, encouraging her with her leg as she posted confidently along. Valentine marched towards the cross rail and jumped it with enthusiasm, shaking her head as she landed. 
“Well, she seems to like that! If I had to guess, she probably has jumped before since she seems comfortable enough over it. That, or she’s just a straight-up natural,” Maggie called out with a chuckle. Beaming as she slowed the horse to a walk, Emma patted the mare on her neck. She had tried to fight it, but there was no denying that the thought of buying Valentine from Maggie had crossed her mind more than once during this ride. 
Her mind was buzzing, thinking that maybe this horse could be the one. The one horse that could finally help heal the heartbreak of losing Lexington. 

      [image: ]“Emma, you have another table that’s ready to order in section five!” 
Shoveling three more bites of food into her mouth before tying her apron back around her slim waist, Emma headed out of the break room and towards the voice of her co-worker, Mandy.
“Coming!” Emma yelled back, powerwalking through the kitchen. She was in the middle of a typical double shift at the local Italian restaurant where she worked, which meant she ate whenever she had a free moment. Emma and Mandy were not only co-workers but also roommates and best friends. Some days, she was pretty sure Mandy was the only thing that made this job bearable.  
After quickly getting her table’s order and entering it into the computer, Emma pushed the kitchen door open and beelined back towards the break room.  
“When I graduate and no longer have to work in a restaurant ever again...” Emma mumbled, cutting herself off by taking another bite of her now cold food. Although, she was too hungry to notice. 
“I know me too. I take it you’re still not happy with me for taking that big girl job?” Mandy said, frowning.
“You know I’m happy for you. It's just that I can’t imagine working here without you. I know you will be so much happier at that marketing firm, though,” Emma said, trying to convince Mandy as much as herself that this was part of growing up and becoming real adults. 
Mandy playfully elbowed Emma in the side as she gulped down her last bite of food. “So, I guess you’re not mad enough not to attend my birthday get-together?” 
“Never! It’s not every day you turn twenty-three, is it?” Emma chimed back. 
Emma finally finished what seemed like an endless shift at the restaurant and headed back to their apartment a few miles away to prepare for Mandy’s party that evening. Emma showered and looked through her closet, unsure of what she wanted to wear. Her mind wandered as she stared at her clothes. It seemed like so many things were changing in her life right now. Mandy would be starting her new traveling job soon, which meant she would miss her friend at work and home, too. She didn't have a boyfriend anymore, either, or was far from ready to even think about dating again since it hadn’t ended well. The only bright spot in her life now was the time she spent at Maggie’s barn, specifically with a certain chestnut mare.

Emma smoothed the wrinkles out of a mid-length, timeless-looking black dress and pinned one side of her wavy brown hair back behind her ear. The image of her slim hourglass figure, light olive-colored skin, and hazel green-brown eyes was mirrored back to her as she reviewed her overall appearance once more in the bathroom mirror. 
“I suppose it’s not so bad getting dressed up once in a while,” she thought. Although, she still preferred a pair of jeans and a T-shirt most days. Ten minutes later, Emma walked through the doors of the pub down the road. Most of her and Mandy’s friends were already there when she arrived.
“Emma! Over here!” Ashlynn, a mutual friend of Emma and Mandy’s, yelled over the loud music that thumped through a speaker nearby. Sliding onto the bar stool beside Ashlynn, Emma spotted Mandy talking to a tall and well-built guy across the room.
Emma turned to Ashlynn with wide eyes. "Who is that?” 
“I'm not sure, but it looks like that flashy birthday sash you bought Mandy is paying off,” Ashlynn said, winking. 
Mandy laughed at something that she apparently thought this guy said was funny. Not that she was surprised by Mandy's flirting. 
"Paul Bunyun is her type after all," Emma thought, chuckling to herself a little out loud. 
Leaning over the smooth wood bar, she made eye contact with the bartender, because suddenly, she really needed a margarita. Two drinks later, Emma was feeling a little less sorry for herself and a little more ready to celebrate Mandy’s birthday. 

Mandy and several of their friends were now sitting side by side at the bar, while Mandy’s short-lived Paul Bunyun look-alike love interest had wandered back to his friends, apparently too interested in whatever sports game was on to continue talking to her. Emma reminded herself to be engaged in the conversation with her friends. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her friends or that she didn’t enjoy their company because she did. But tonight, her mind was elsewhere. 
Glancing back toward Mandy’s momentary love interest, Emma let her mind wander to her own previously failed relationship. She continued to stare, as her thoughts floated back to the day her ex-boyfriend said goodbye…
“Em, can we talk a minute?” Jordan had said, without letting emotion creep into his words. The sound of loud, live country music filled the thick, humid summer air. Emma remembered being hot despite being in nothing but a tank top and jean shorts. She had already kicked her shoes off to cool down with little relief. Country music festivals were the highlight of Emma’s summer every year, and this one was no exception.  
Her eyebrows raised slightly in surprise, and she replied casually with “Sure.”
They walked uncomfortably behind the long row of food trucks lining the outskirts of the festival, and the grass was soft and spongy under her bare feet. With each step she took, she felt the weight of unexpected and impending dread. She did not like how cold his words were, how they sent a shiver down her spine despite the heat, or how far away from their group of friends they were with each footfall. 
Suddenly, he turned toward her as if he couldn’t take not speaking the words any longer. “Emma, we can’t be together anymore.”  
Emma stood frozen in her tracks, stunned. “What…? Why?” 
“You’re great, Em. You’re sweet and caring, but I... I want a life like my parents. I want the big house and to be able to travel and...”
“…You want someone who’s going to make a lot more money than you think I will,” she said, cutting him off. 
He paused, seeming unsure how to respond. “I don’t know, I guess so. I’ve just been thinking about it lately, and I can’t get past it.”
“Well, how do you even know how much I will make, Jordan? I’m only twenty-two, you know! I’m not planning to be a waitress forever. In less than two semesters, I will be graduating college, for Pete’s sake!”
“Em, you’re an Equine Business major, and you don’t even have a plan for what you want to do with that when you graduate…do you?”
Emma bit her lip hard, hoping the pain of biting her lip would distract her from the tightness in her chest as she willed the tears to stay behind her eyes. She didn’t have a plan, and she knew going into her major that she wasn’t doing it because it made loads of money. She loved working with horses, and the rest she would figure out later. He wasn’t wrong, and she knew it. Without thinking, she spun around and walked quickly towards a quiet tree-lined area that appeared to be free of people who would judge her. She couldn’t hold back the tears any longer as she sank to her knees while a slow country song filled the air around her, as if on cue.
Emma shook her head, bringing herself back to the present. She excused herself and stepped outside. Staring up the clear, star-filled sky, Emma let the tears fall before quickly brushing them away, mad at herself for letting a memory spoil a perfectly good night out with friends. 
“Em?” she heard Mandy’s tentative voice say behind her.
“I’m so sorry, Mandy—I swear I’m not trying to ruin your birthday.”
Mandy followed Emma’s eyes up to the star-lit sky and sighed, wrapping an arm around Emma’s shoulders. “This is about Jordan again, isn’t it?”
Emma nodded, afraid speaking would cause another wave of emotions to trigger more tears. She didn’t want to cry. She didn’t want to feel this way still. After all, it had been over six months since the breakup. She couldn’t explain why this still haunted her, but it did. 
“Your adult life is just beginning, you know? You can do anything you want! You just have to figure out what that is and chase down your dreams,” Mandy said softly.
“…Like you did. I hope you know how proud I am of you, even though I’m terrified to face life without you,” Emma replied.
“I know, Emma. I am, too.”
Emma's bond with Mandy ran years and many memories deep. They didn’t need to say anything else to one another; they simply stood there side by side, staring at the stars, thinking about what their respective futures might hold. 






  
  Chapter Three


The sun was shining, instantly lightening her mood as Emma rounded the corner of Maggie’s barn. 
Opening the large barn door, she was hit with the smell of fresh hay, sawdust, and horses – a few of her favorite scents. It was almost impossible for Emma to feel anything but happy when she was here.
“Emma, just in time!” Hailey said, peeping out of the stall she was cleaning to greet Emma as she came in the door. “I’m almost done cleaning this stall, and then Maggie is ready to load the horses on the trailer. How excited are you about taking Valentine out for her first trail ride?”
Emma felt her body physically relax as she walked down the aisle of the barn, peering into each stall to catch a glimpse of horses as they napped or chewed lazily at their hay on the ground.
“Hailey, you have no idea,” she said, feeling the weight of the world beginning to lift from her mind and body the deeper into the barn she walked. Further down the aisleway, she spotted Valentine. The mare was hanging her head out of the stall door, leaning gently on her stall guard, and was staring right at Emma as she approached. 
“Hey Val,” she cooed, wrapping her arms around the horse’s neck and burying her face into her mane. “Are you ready to hit the trails?”
“I am!” Hailey said answering for the horse as she all but skipped down the aisle, her small bay thoroughbred walking quickly behind her, trying to keep up.
“Alright, ladies, let’s load these horses up!” Maggie’s voice drifted down the long barn aisle, coming from somewhere near the tack room.  
A few minutes later, Valentine, Hailey’s horse, Charlie, and one of Maggie’s favorite horses, Jet, were loaded into her spacious three-horse gooseneck trailer. After sliding into the truck's passenger side, Emma rolled her window down, taking in the beautiful day as she enjoyed this weather while it lasted. It was always at the end of summer she felt she needed to soak in every ray of sunshine before the frigid mid-western winter took away all the greenery and warmth from her world. 
She rested her head against the side of the truck’s interior, letting the wind whip her hair around as they gained speed. After fifteen minutes of driving, the girls were unloading the horses from the trailer and tacking up with saddles and bridles. Emma attempted to soothe the excited Valentine, who was jigging next to the trailer while she waited for her rider to finish putting on her helmet and gloves. Emma spent a few moments calming the excited mare the best she could before swinging her leg into the saddle and heading down the path towards a wooded trail behind Hailey and Maggie.
Tall pines and thick oak trees surrounded them, shading the wide trail path as they plodded along. The horses’ hooves padded softly on the dry, pine needle-filled terrain. Emma breathed deeply – there was nowhere else she would rather be. Trail rides always held a certain kind of magical power for her, as if the rest of the world didn’t exist while she was out in the middle of nowhere on horseback. They were now approaching a large open field after a long stretch of cool, wooded pathways. 
“Can we go a little faster?” Hailey whined.
“Em, how is Valentine doing? Is she relaxed now?” Maggie asked, turning around in her saddle and trying to catch a glimpse of the rider behind her. 
Emma smiled down at the mare, whose ears were pricked forward attentively. “She seems to be having a great time. I think she would be up for some cantering!” 
Needing no further encouragement, Hailey made a kissing sound to her horse, who cantered off into the open field. The other two horses followed suit without hesitation. Emma sat up in her saddle, getting into a soft two-point position and allowing the horse to stretch out underneath her. Valentine’s muscles powered her forward, gaining speed with each stride.
All Emma could hear was the sound of pounding hooves and wind whipping across her ears as they ate up the ground toward the end of the clearing. Closing her eyes for a moment, she felt the stress and pressures of her young adult life fly away as the steady hoofbeats continued underneath her. She was flying, and Valentine had given her wings. The horses broke back into a trot, then down to a walk a few minutes later at the edge of where the open field met the woods. Breathing heavily, the horses and their riders casually walked back to the trailhead leading into the forest. 
Emma’s mind was clear now, much clearer than it had been in weeks, actually. Or perhaps even longer than that. The answer to a question she had been toying with seemed obvious now. “Maggie, I want to buy Valentine.”
Maggie stopped Jet in his tracks and spun him around, with a sly smile. “Well Emma, it’s about time,” she said laughing. Hailey’s laugh joined hers, resounding through the otherwise quiet forest.
“We all saw that coming, Em,” Hailey chimed in.
The rest of the trail ride was spent at a much slower pace, as the girls’ excited chatter continued. Emma didn’t even try to wipe the smile from her face as she daydreamed about what Valentine could become. With a horse this special, she suspected a bright future in the jumper ring and even eventing was not out of the question. 
Closing her eyes, she thought of her first horse. She would always love him and cherish every minute they had spent together, but it was finally time to allow herself to move on and love another horse again.

      [image: ]Back at Maggie’s barn after the short trailer ride home, the girls unloaded their horses and began hosing them off to cool them down. Emma and Maggie came up with a plan to allow Emma to pay Valentine off in monthly installments since she was still in college full-time and could only work so many shifts at the restaurant each week. Emma reveled in the feeling that things were finally looking up for her. Emily and Hailey slumped against the barn’s old, worn, dark-stained wood walls as they chugged what was left of their water bottles.
“What are your plans tonight? I’m having this get-together at my apartment with my roommates, and a bunch of our college friends are coming over. You should come!” Hailey asked Emma with enthusiasm.
Emma took another long drink of water, hoping to buy herself enough time to think about whether she was interested in having any kind of social interaction that evening. It had been a while since her breakdown at Mandy’s party and since then, she had used every excuse in the book not to go back out into the real world. The longer she avoided going out, the harder it became to do so. Her life the past few weeks had consisted of college, work, and riding - because the barn was still her happy place. While she knew she was well overdue to spend time with her friends, she had not expected to be confronted with the option just yet.
Hailey was a close friend, and one of her roommates, Lily, also rode and had a horse named Annie at Maggie’s barn. So maybe stopping by for a small, friendly get-together wouldn’t be so bad after all? However, if she was honest with herself, she would still much rather spend time with horses than people. Emma lowered the water bottle from her mouth and sighed slightly, regretting the words almost as soon as they left her mouth. 
“Sure, Hails, what time does it start? I’ll be there.”
“Oh, this will be so much fun! The party starts at 7:30 p.m. sharp,” Hailey said in her typical sweet, bubbly manner.
“Well then, I guess I had better go home and get ready because I’m pretty sure the rest of your friends won’t appreciate me showing up covered in horsehair, sweat, and dirt,” Emma added, trying to match Hailey’s enthusiastic tone. 
A few hours later, Emma pulled into Hailey’s apartment complex and gave herself a pep talk in the car. 
“You are going to have a good time tonight,” she told herself. Hailey’s apartment complex was all townhomes and set in an area surrounded by forest. Hailey and her roommates had been lucky enough to snag a great end unit on the edge of the courtyard and wooded area. 
Before Emma had reached the door, Hailey was opening it for her, smiling from ear to ear. “Em, you made it! I almost wondered if you were going to cancel on me again.” 
Emma forced the most genuine smile she could, reminding herself of her in-car pep talk.
“Wouldn’t miss it, Hailey; thanks for inviting me!” she added with perhaps a little too much enthusiasm. Hailey did not seem to notice, though, and ushered Emma in.
“We’ve got beer in the fridge and in the cooler out back, oh, and there’s pizza on the way. It’s really nice out, so almost everyone is outside on the deck or in the courtyard!”
“Thanks, Hailey. Is Lily outside, too? I heard she just took an internship in Florida for the winter, and I wanted to congratulate her.” 
“Yeah, I think she’s just outside on the deck. I’m sure she wants to tell you all about it!” Hailey replied. Emma thanked Hailey one more time and headed through the sliding glass door to the string-light-lit deck. 
Unfortunately, for Emma’s still anti-social mood, Hailey's description of the ‘roommates plus a couple of college friends’ was inaccurate. There had to be at least twenty-five people lingering around the decking area alone. She weaved through the small clusters of chatting people in search of Lily, hoping a nice, horse-centered conversation would help her get her social groove back. The sky was clouded, blocking the light from the moon, which made it darker than she anticipated as she moved further away from the well-lit deck. 
Emma breathed in the cool late summer night air, enjoying the evening walk through the courtyard as she continued searching for her friend. She finally found Lily by the fire pit with one of her roommates and a couple of other people she didn’t recognize.
“Hey, Lil!” Emma said, happy to have finally located her. 
“Emma? I’m glad you made it! We weren’t sure you were going to come,” Lily said, sounding surprised. 
Emma’s face flushed red, but she hoped it was dark enough for no one to notice. “OK, so everyone thinks I’m as anti-social as I’ve been feeling. I should probably work on that,” she thought.
“I hear congratulations are in order and that you are interning at a very well-known eventing farm down in Ocala this winter,” Emma said, trying to change the subject quickly.  
Lily’s face lit up at the mention of her internship. “Em, I can’t tell you how excited I am,” Lily gushed. 
Emma felt her body relax, excited to be talking about something she was interested in – horses. She moved further into the circle around the fire pit, sliding into an unused chair. “Tell me everything!”
“OK, so you know how I am graduating college early this semester? Well, I wanted to spend some time really being in the thick of one of the biggest winter horse show locations in the country. You know, get some real hands-on experience with top-notch horse and rider athletes of that caliber before going to veterinary school late next year. What better way to do that than to work for Ben David, a world-class rider and trainer?” Lily babbled excitedly.
“I hear Ben’s horses are always placing well at eventing trials and the show jumping competitions in Ocala,” Emma added, genuinely enthusiastic now. “So, what will your day-to-day look like working for him?”
“Since I was an equine pre-vet major, I’ll be handling a lot of the medical and health care of his horses. You know, wrapping the horses’ legs after competitions, monitoring medication and supplements, prepping the horses’ food, that kind of thing. But the best part is he’s also allowing me to help exercise some of his horses before the shows,” Lily said, beaming. “Plus, I’m allowed to bring my horse down with me!”
“Lil, that’s incredible,” Emma said, happy for her friend while simultaneously fighting the pang of jealousy that tried to creep into her mind. Lily was incredibly smart. She took extra courses over the summers so she could finish college early and still was able to maintain a perfect grade point average. She had also been smart enough to go the route of pre-vet, which was going to be much more lucrative than Emma’s chosen major. No doubt, her shining school records, hard work, and sweet personality had won her this incredible opportunity to work for the best of the best riders and trainers in Florida. 
“I heard you have some good news of your own! Although I can’t say I’m surprised, you had a special connection with Valentine right from the beginning." Lily and Emma spent the next thirty minutes talking about Valentine, how Lily’s horse, Annie, was doing, and her future internship. 
Lily stood up from her chair. “I better go mingle – if Hailey catches me, I'll for sure be scolded about how a host stays in one place too long. Enjoy the party, Em!” 
Emma waved as Lily headed back toward the twinkling deck lights. There were a couple people sitting across from her lost in their own conversations, leaving her alone with her thoughts once again.
“I’ve probably been here an acceptable amount of time,” she thought, reasoning with herself as she began walking towards the darkness that lay between the fire and the deck. Halfway to the deck, her body thudded against someone else’s in the dark as they collided.
Emma strained her eyes to see the person she had crashed into in the dim light. From what she could see, he was tall with dark hair and a very impressive jawline. The kind Emma would have fallen for once before she was burned by his type, of course. "I'm so sorry, I can hardly see a thing out here. I should have been paying better attention… Did I hurt you?”
“I think it would take a little more than a little lady like you to take me out,” a charming male voice responded, flashing a smile at her. Emma paused awkwardly, unsure how to respond. 
“Well, um, anyway, sorry about that,” she stammered as she began to walk away. She felt a hand gently catch her wrist before she had completely passed the stranger.
His voice was smooth and confident as he spoke. “You’re not leaving now, are you?” 
“Actually, I was just on my way out. I have to work early tomorrow morning, and I’m pretty tired from my ride this morning, so...”
“...Ride?” he said, cutting her off.
“Yes, a couple of friends and I went on a trail ride with our horses for five miles or so…it was pretty exhausting.” 
“So, you don’t just sit there and let the horse do all the work then?” he teased. 
Emma felt her cheeks flush with discontent. He was probably flirting innocently, but for some reason, it rubbed her the wrong way. 
“No, actually, that’s not how it works. You use every muscle in your body when you ride – you’re essentially holding your own body weight up above a thousand-pound animal that constantly moves underneath you. You know what, never mind…” Emma trailed off as she pulled her hand free of his grasp and walked quickly towards the back door of the house.
“I was just teasing!” he called after her. Emma powered through the small clusters of chatting people and into the townhouse, bumping shoulders with at least two other people as she fled.
Hailey was pulling a fresh beer out of the fridge when she caught a glimpse of Emma’s rage-filled expression. “Emma? Are you alright?”
“Hey, Hails. Yeah, I’m pretty beat, actually... I think I’m going to head home,” she said, trying to sound casual.
“OK, but your face is all red and...”
“I’m fine Hailey, thanks for inviting me,” her voice was not as casual this time.
“I’ll see you at the barn later this week, I guess,” Hailey offered, sounding a little hurt. Emma forced a smile at Hailey and walked back to her car.
Slamming the car door behind her, she sat in silence for a minute, trying to clear her head. She probably shouldn’t have been so sensitive – she knew she had overreacted. 
But the last thing she needed was some cocky, good-looking guy ready to break her heart. Again.






  
  Chapter Four


Emma opened her eyes, awakened by a pounding migraine, as she fumbled to find her phone and shut off the alarm ringing in her ears. Perhaps that extra glass of wine she poured when she came home the night before wasn't the best idea in hindsight. Making no additional effort than what was necessary to be presentable to the public, Emma showered quickly and let her hair air dry as she changed into her work clothes. 
“We’re going to be late!” Mandy called from downstairs. Emma popped a few ibuprofens into her mouth, thudded down the stairs, and hopped in Mandy’s car. 
A few hours into their shift, it was proving to be an incredibly slow Saturday morning at the restaurant. While Emma knew she needed the money to finish paying off Valentine and her other bills, she also had a killer hangover that created zero desire to work that day.
“Can you believe we’ve been in our apartment for almost another year now? I was looking over that letter the landlord put on our door this morning. You know we have to give notice or renew our lease in about two months, right?” Mandy said to Emma, who was laying her head on the cool break room table in hopes it would ease the pounding in her brain.
“I don’t think I have the brain capacity to think about whether or not we should move right now,” Emma groaned.
“Well, we should probably talk about it soon. Em, I know you’re not going to want to hear this, but I won’t really be home much when I start my new job. I love our apartment and living with you... you know I do. But honestly, I don’t know that I want to pay this much for an apartment if I’m never home, you know?”
Emma’s head shot up from the table as she said, “You want to move out?!”
Mandy backpedaled a little at Emma’s reaction. “I mean, we can talk about it… But maybe I should just stay at my parents’ house or in a hotel when I’m not traveling for work? They said I may be home a total of one week a month on average,” Mandy said as she gave her friend an empathetic look. 
Emma stared at Mandy, speechless. It wasn’t that Emma was mad at her best friend – she wasn’t. She was happy for her and for her new job. Mandy had always wanted to travel full-time, and now she has had a chance. 
Mandy added quickly, “Let’s just talk about this later. We still have some time before we need to give notice to the landlord.” Emma knew Mandy was trying to make her feel better, but the fact of the matter was that she was moving on with her life – without her. 
“Emma, you’re sat again!” The hostess called through the break room doors, interrupting what was
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