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Chapter One
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Emberlyn Stevens doodled on the back of her blue notebook while waiting for class to begin. The rain outside the dirty window became a nice distraction from the dull morning. She tapped her foot to the rhythm. Pitter-patter, pitter-patter, pitter-patter. The gentle plops of water made all other sounds fade. She wished the day over, and here it was homeroom, the start of a long series of hum-drum classes.

“Ladies and Gentlemen?” The homeroom teacher stood at the front of the class.

Mrs. Franklin used to be in the military with her short, boyish haircut and slender-straight posture. She had a no-nonsense personality, and everything she did came with rules resembling military standards.

Emberlyn didn’t bother to glance up from her artwork, continuing to shade in her drawing with no interest in the day’s announcements.

“We have a new student, and his name is Egan Stark.” Mrs. Franklin resumed her speech with they all should welcome and blah, blah, blah.

New kid, absent kid, late kid, who cares, Emberlyn thought. She continued to fill in her intricate design, half listening to the unimportant news. None of it had anything to do with her.

Mrs. Franklin, with her long-winded explanations, had too many directions and comments for the day. Emberlyn studied the big-bubbled letters she had painstakingly drawn attached. Intricately woven were her initials, E.S., and her boyfriend’s, C.R., for Chris Andrews. It looked good, and yet the detachment it had to reality depressed her some days.

With students divvied up in alphabetical order over the eight senior classes, Chris was about as far away as he could be in the alphabet from her last name of Stevens. She and Chris barely had ten seconds together throughout the day. Not that she cared much. It was different when they first started dating the year before. Now he was different and their relationship was different.

“Miss Stevens?” Mrs. Franklin called on her.

Emberlyn looked up to find someone blocking her view. Rolling her gaze upward, she connected to the new guy? Egan Stark, she believed was his introduced name. His relaxed stance showed that he too found the day boring. His sinewy arms hung at his sides, free from holding books. He wore a tight t-shirt fitting over a well-defined torso. From the contours of his abs, his white cotton-encased form widened with a muscular chest. She wanted to breathe in or out but found neither happening. Man, more than a boy stood before her with arms built for holding a girl’s books, or holding a girl, or holding her.

“Are you going to move?” he asked.

His blunt tone knocked out the spark of fantasy her head had begun developing.   She wanted to think he grumbled his question, but maybe that was her grumpy mood imagining everything wrong between them. Staring into his eyes, her mouth dropped open to give a reply, something rude, she thought, except her voice froze. Why were the new guy’s handsome features preventing her from responding? From behind her, classmate, Judy Stillman interrupted her thought process.

“You’re supposed to move back a seat, Emberlyn,” Judy chirped in a not so quiet tone.

“What?” Was all Emberlyn managed when she looked back at the girl.

“Mrs. Franklin is shuffling us like a deck of cards again to put the new student in alphabetical order like the rest of us.” Judy’s smile moved from her to the handsome guy.

Emberlyn groaned her annoyance and gathered up her stuff to move. “Two more minutes and we’d be out of this room.” She glared at the new guy, putting the blame on him for no reason other than she was having a bad day.

She had barely got off the seat when the guy lifted his leg over the chair and planted himself in her old place. He said nothing, and it just added to her irritation not to have the big galoot apologize or something.

“Isn’t Egan Stark hot?” Judy whispered as she moved back a seat. “I mean like a stunning Greek god.

Emberlyn didn’t answer. She sat and took in more details. Egan Stark was too handsome. Jocks liked to let their looks get them through school. She had no use for good-looking jerks.

Her boyfriend Chris was cute. His personality made him more so. The new guy’s aloof personality bit a hole in her likability gauge.

As Emberlyn knew it would, the bell rang a minute later and she stood. The new guy got up as well. He didn’t move and it blocked her and Judy from leaving unless they climbed over their chairs to the opposite side.

“Excuse me.” Emberlyn gritted her teeth. “Would you mind getting out of the way?”

She watched his back muscles beneath the white cotton of his shirt ripple in protest to movement as he lifted his head from what he looked at in his hand. His slowness screamed dumb jock. So why did he pique her interest?

Egan glanced back at the girl called Emberlyn. He tried to be annoyed with her, instead found himself staring at her beautiful eyes again. Most might say brown. He thought of wild honey. He and his father collected that sweet nectar every summer from a beehive in a tree stump. The glistening amber always brightened his day.

“Do you need help?” The girl that spoke before wiggled past Emberlyn and looked at his class schedule in his hand.

He had tried to determine whether he should go to the next class or cut out for the day. The only thing holding him back was his mother. She had enough problems without having the school call to report on his absence.

“Wow, his next class is world history with Mr. Thompson, just like you, Emberlyn,” the girl announced.

“We’re going to be late.” Emberlyn shoved him aside as she headed for the door.

Egan followed, a little intrigued by the petite blonde. He didn’t like snippy, stuck-up girls. But something in her mannerism suggested she’d be different if he got to know her. He could do one class and then cut out if it got too much, he decided.

“I’m Judy Stillman,” the somewhat helpful girl piped up alongside him. “Where are you from, Egan?”

“Westerling,” he answered, watching the graceful strides of Emberlyn.

“Oh, I’m from the west, too. That was a long time ago. I was just a baby then so I don’t remember it at all. Everything I do know, my parents told me.”

Egan saw the shake of Emberlyn’s head. She understood he meant the town of Westerling while ditzy, Judy Stillman babbled on about really nothing at all.

“This is my class.” Judy stopped at the next classroom door. “See you around.”

Egan didn’t respond. Not knowing Judy would be no loss. He had dated girls like her, the airheads that knew enough to pass their classes, yet not enough to survive in the real world. Sure, Judy might be fun, a good time on an empty schedule, except girls in general hadn’t interested him in a long time. His father’s death, only six months old, left him out of sorts. School had no significance. Dating was unimportant. Even sports no longer interested him.

“You get my seat again.” Emberlyn waited for him just inside the room and then walked to the first desk in the second row. “Mrs. Franklin uses the alphabetical seating because she was in the military and likes order. Mr. Thompson believes in the alphabetical system simply because I think he forgets our names.”

Egan understood her comment to mean he should follow her, and he did. Like a lamb to slaughter, he trusted her. The idea it might be a joke never occurred to him until she sat in that first chair. She didn’t move back one.

“What?” Emberlyn looked up at him after she sat. “You’re back there at the end of the first row.” She swung her head, indicating the rear of the room.

Egan looked and sure enough, an empty place waited for him. The new guy nervousness inside him lowered a notch on the heart-pounding scale. He moved beyond her to the chair in the back.

The teacher arrived moments later. Everyone appeared sleepily bored before anything happened, except for Egan. History was his favorite subject.

“Class, we have a new student today, but as he’s not here yet, we’ll... Yes, Emberlyn?” Mr. Thompson’s brow wrinkled. “Aren’t you in the wrong seat?”

“New guy’s last name is Stark and he’s in my seat as that’s where he falls in your alphabetical system, Mr. Thompson.” Emberlyn glanced back at Egan.

She had his attention. Her attitude suggested she was a popular girl. She no doubt had some jerk as a boyfriend. He knew the sort, even dated that kind before, but now he didn’t want any type, even though he felt a glimmer of an attraction.

The course of the class was by far more interesting than Egan suspected. Mr. Thompson was the sort of fellow that liked his job and was knowledgeable on the subject. What Egan wasn’t prepared for was to be assigned a work partner on a special project. Interaction was the worst of his getting through a day.

“...so, to make this easy,” Mr. Thompson said, “we’ll go in pairs of two from the seating arrangement.”

Egan looked over the rows and when he came to himself, it wasn’t the guy in front, as he hoped. Another guy maybe would be quiet and more like himself. Emberlyn was the last person he would have chosen. Bad luck was his nemesis as of late. This was as bad as it could get. He stared at her, sitting in that chair up front and ignoring him.

The class turned or walked to their partner and Egan sat still. If she wouldn’t even acknowledge him, then he would let her wallow in her snobbery. She hadn’t introduced herself or anything to make him feel a little welcome in school. He deemed it her responsibility since he was new, not that he cared, but even the chatterbox Judy had introduced herself in homeroom.

He leaned back in his chair and read the textbook. Periodically he glanced up, looking at the ripple of Emberlyn’s beautiful golden blonde hair. She read her textbook, never looking back at him. He decided he’d not get any reaction from her beyond her clueless disregard of how she was being rude.

The bell rang and Egan walked up the aisle. He had hoped Emberlyn would leave before he reached her, except she was busily writing as he went past the desk.

“Hey, Stark!” She called waving a piece of paper at him.

Egan turned and took the slip with a slight smile. If the girl thought he’d call her, then she had to be crazy.

“What’s this?” He stared at the seven numbers. “If you think I’ll call, don’t hold your breath.”

She would have nice breath, he thought looking at her pink painted lips moving. She had a pretty mouth, perfect as if it were designed by a doll manufacturer.

Emberlyn laughed. “As if I’d even want you to call.” She grunted and gathered her books and backpack. “That is the time and room number that I’ll be in the library if you think you might want to get a passing grade on Mr. Thompson’s project.”

His face flushed with a wave of heat for the mistake. Quickly crumpling the slip of paper, he shoved it in his pocket. He wouldn’t be joining her. He was too embarrassed to face her again.

Egan walked out of the classroom. Now was the time to leave school. It was his first day. Would other teachers even report him for his absence? Then an idea slipped into his thoughts. Would Emberlyn be in some of his other classes? She had a snippy attitude, and still, he was drawn to her like a moth to a flame.

Emberlyn skipped a class to get a start on the project. She needed ideas before Egan showed up later. He didn’t seem too bright, so she hoped he’d let her decide on what they did. She’d make it easy and tell him his part.

Even as she thought about it, images of him tormented her. The school really had no one that stood up to Egan’s mature looks, his muscular physique, and his broody handsome face. Maybe some of the football players, or a number of the wrestlers, but no one stood out as he did.

When the time she gave him came and went, she wondered if he really was just dumb.

“Where is he?” She moaned, checking the time on her cell phone. The period was almost over.

She sat tapping the book with the eraser end of her pencil. Each time her eyes caught hold of Mrs. Berkey the Librarian, she stopped. It was an annoying habit and sound. Yet, what choice did she have. Egan Stark irritated the hell out of her, and she didn’t have any patience when it came to people that wasted her time. Mr. Thompson hardly ever gave group assignments and he never assigned partners. Why the change?

The period neared an end when Egan approached. He pulled out a chair across from her and sat. She glared at him with contempt for his impolite attitude. Nothing had gone right since she saw him earlier that morning. A class attendant in the language room dropped her Spanish assignment with a dozen other papers and then stepped on it, tearing is nearly in half. Then she had some clod in the lunchroom drop a soda can and splash her legs. She’d had enough for the day with people inept at doing anything right. And the day was only half over. She decided it was time for Egan Stark to know his attitude was not going to cut it.

“You’re late.” She seethed. “My time is valuable. Maybe you don’t want a good grade, but I do. Unfortunate as it is, we must work together this one time.”

“I had to call the hospital, my mother tripped at work and thought she broke her leg,” he replied.

Emberlyn immediately regretted her harshness.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she mumbled, sorry that she snapped at him. “Is she alright?”

“It’s just sprained.” He glanced at the stack of books she had and then spun the one book around she had on the table in front of her. “You do know we don’t have to get too involved in this. Thompson can’t expect too much.”

“Why do you say that?”

“We only have about a week.”

“Maybe you don’t have any intention on going to college, but I have to keep up my grade point average.”

“Let me guess, you get all A’s, all the time, and anything less will crush you.” he said, the coldness leaving his eyes as he stared at her.

“Yes. No. And you? What is your grade point average?”

“Doesn’t matter. This is a joint project. I’ll ride on your coattails.” His smugness returned.

“Then I should have total say in our project.”

His slight shrug suggested he’d not argue the point.

“Mr. Thompson said to pick a time period of costumes and explain the intricacies of how people dressed in one period as opposed to the simplicities of the way we dress now.”

“Yeah, I was there. He wants us to play dress-up.” He looked at her bookmarked places, flipping pages to each section. “I could go along with this.” He pointed at the knight in armor.

“Well, he does have a chore to getting dressed. However, the women of those days wore a dress and not much more beneath. That would be simpler than today.” Emberlyn turned the page and tapped an image of another time-period. “What about this, King Henry the eight?”

He shook his head. “I’m not wearing girl’s stockings.”

“They’re not girl’s stockings. They are men’s and even knights wore them.”

“No,” he said adamantly.

“You’re trying to be difficult.”

“You’re trying to get me to wear dresses.” He stood up.

“I am not.” She slammed the book closed. “I was trying to make our project the most entertaining. You don’t see me whining about how I might look in clothes from another century.”

“Maybe because you would look beautiful in anything.” He stared at her for a second and then turned and walked away.

“Hey, we haven’t decided on anything yet.” She watched him exit the library.

His words sunk-in slowly. She looked up from the stack of books unsure how to take the compliment.

Boys were so irritating. Some days she just wanted to scream. If there was any maturity in him, he wouldn’t care that she wanted to dress him in ruffles and lace. He would have accepted it with no argument.

She sat down and flipped open the book again. Mid nineteenth century. She put Egan’s face in place of the model on the page. “A cowboy! That’s it.” She looked up at Mrs. Berkey, the librarian, shushing her. 

Emberlyn gave a nod and studied the picture. “He’d look perfect as a cowboy.”

Egan stood tall, had a good build. The old west agreed with her. She studied the picture and imagined Egan’s handsome face. She loved the way dimples appeared in his cheeks when he talked. Did he have dimples when he smiled? She hadn’t seen him happy. It made her wonder why there was sadness in his eyes. Or maybe he was perpetually cantankerous.

“How can he refuse if I say he can wear a holster and guns. Guys love that sort of stuff, don’t they?”

“They sure do.” Chris stood across the table

“Hi,” she smiled.

“Were you thinking about me?” He reached across the table and tapped her nose.

“No, I mean I was thinking about an assignment.” She shuffled her stuff into one pile and Chris came around to pick it up.

“That’s a shame. You looked like you were anticipating being kissed. I can do that if you want.”

Egan’s face popped into her thoughts, and she shook the image away. “I don’t need you to kiss me,” she said, still it did pose the question, how did Egan kiss? He looked like a guy that could get a lot of girls. Maybe being new he had left a girl behind at his old school. He said he came from Westerling. That wasn’t all that far that he’d have to give up his girlfriend.

“Emberlyn?”

She looked at Chris.

“I asked what you’re thinking about?” He stared at her.

She shook her head, pushing thoughts of Egan away. “I was thinking about the history assignment I need to do. Mr. Thompson and his assigned partner selection put a damper on my plans.”

“Assigned? Huh, he didn’t give us assigned partners. Carolyn Freeman complained, so he let us pick whoever we wanted to team up with, so Joey Abbott and I got to work together.

“That’s not fair. I have some new guy that doesn’t care what grade he gets. He even flat-out said he was going let me do all the work.”

“Yeah, well, you were probably going to do that anyway.” He laughed.

“He could make an effort. But I shouldn’t expect much since he didn’t seem worried about getting a good grade either. He’s probably a D student,” she groaned. “I have the worst luck.”

“What are you going to do for your assignment?”

“I don’t know,” she answered. “That will depend on what I can get my partner to agree to. I had several good ideas. He nixed them and then left me sitting here. I’ve got to get to my next class.”

“I’ll walk you.”

“Your class comes before mine. I think I’ll be walking you.” Emberlyn grabbed her books from him.

Chris talked, but she barely listened. Egan became a nuisance in her head. Would Egan be in her science class? She didn’t want to see him there, and yet, she did.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Egan stopped by the classroom door. He glanced at the exit sign six feet away. But a little further down the hall next to a locker, stood Emberlyn with a bright smile. It made her prettier than when she frowned.

She laughed at something another guy said. With her hand on that guy’s arm, she continued to giggle at almost every other word. When the guy leaned and kissed Emberlyn’s cheek, Egan went into the classroom. The girl meant nothing to him, so why watch her? Why feel a twinge of jealousy? He might have gone home if the exit hadn’t sat so close to where she stood. He didn't want her to confront him about the assignment.

He had already pictured her sitting in the library before, waiting for him. His mother always praised his considerate nature, saying he shared his father's spirit. He shouldn’t have made Emberlyn wait. The delay felt like a jerk move. And even though his mother had sprained her ankle, it happened a few days prior and he only used it as an excuse to avoid telling Emberlyn he stayed away because he feared liking her.

Egan headed to the teacher to give them the opportunity to make their ‘new student announcement’ speech. This class, like all his others, except homeroom and history was without order to the seating.

He looked at the door for Emberlyn, hoping the empty seat next to him belonged to her. His thoughts wandered to the meeting with the school counselor before his first class. A brochure in the office mentioned meeting new people for the first time in a new environment. It explained how to let a normal attachment grow between friends, and a student should not rush to form unnatural bonds. Too late, he already felt an attachment toward Emberlyn, and it wasn’t because he was looking for it. Making friends, especially with girls, was farthest from his thoughts.

Egan took out his trigonometry book. The guy Emberlyn had been with outside the door came in, but not Emberlyn. The seat Egan gave a thought to being hers was this guy’s place. He relaxed, knowing he’d not have to deal with Emberlyn.

“How’s it going?” the fella asked. “I’m Chris Andrews.”

“Egan Stark,” he replied.

It was hard to outright dislike the guy since he introduced himself.

“How are you at this stuff?” Chris looked at him with a roll of his eyes. “I’m barely hanging on by a thread. I only took the course because my girlfriend is good at it, but we don’t get much chance to study together.”

“I do okay,” Egan answered. The last thing he wanted was to give anyone the impression they’d get help from him with schoolwork. School was the last place he wanted to be or think about. This was his last year, and if not for his mother, he’d drop out.

He thought of Emberlyn and this guy Chris together. He should have figured she had a boyfriend. Chris seemed like a fit for the bossy blonde. Now that he knew she had a boyfriend, it helped him remember he didn’t want a girlfriend.

“Maybe I can squeeze your brain for help sometime,” Chris said.

Egan didn’t reply and spent the rest of the class ignoring any random comments Chris made. The more the guy talked, the more he sounded like he might be a real jerk. Emberlyn had to see that, then they do say love is blind and sometimes a girl only sees what she wants to see.

Egan went to his other classes to get an idea of what he’d miss if he didn’t show up the next day. By the end of the day, he hurried out of the building to find freedom from the walls that felt as if they were closing in on him. He liked the outdoors, though as of late he had found himself becoming a couch potato.

He had spotted a job in the local newspaper and thought he might give it a try. Even with his mother hobbling around at work on a sore ankle, she did alright on the bills, but it left no spare change for anything he might want.

Because his mother had their only vehicle, he had to take the bus home. As the big yellow contraption bounced out of the parking lot, he saw Emberlyn with Chris near a red convertible. The sporty car had to be the reason Emberlyn overlooked the jerk’s personality.

The bus dropped him off a block from home. Once at the small house, he took his father’s old, black Ford pickup truck and drove his mother to work. Then he called the number about the job in the ad and headed right over. The best part was the man he spoke to was looking for a teenager to work after school hours.

The ranch he went to was a typical pleasure place, not the real working kind with cattle or jobs needing around the clock attention. Egan got out of the truck and walked along the rail fence to pet the big black horse watching him.

“Hello, girl. You a people sort of horse?” He scratched down the nose, under the chin, and around her ears. “I’m not much of one anymore, but that will be good for you.”

“Stark?” A man in a light gray business suit walked toward him.

“Yes, sir. Egan Stark.” He reached his hand out and gave a firm handshake as his father had taught him. His father was big on handshakes, and even bigger on hugs with family and friends. Egan wished he was more like him, but he wasn’t, and nothing would change that other than what he could do to immolate his father’s business sense.

“I’m Clive Stevens. You said on the phone you have experience with horses?”

“Yes, sir. I grew up on a cattle ranch. We had to sell the place once my father died several months ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear about your father, Egan. It’s a sad time when we lose a loved one. My wife died last year. So, it’s just me and my two daughters. You have any siblings?”

“No, sir. Just me and my mom.”

“Well, this here horse is Poppy.”

“She’s a nice-looking animal.” Egan pet the mare’s neck, enjoying being near a horse again.

“A bit fat if you ask me. She’s my daughter’s pride and joy.” Mr. Stevens smiled. “Emberlyn hasn’t gotten home yet, but she can show you more of what needs doing than I. For now, how about I give you a tour?”

Egan froze. Work for Emberlyn? He didn’t think so. Granted the job came by way of her father, she sounded as if she might be the one in charge. Egan had enough trouble facing the girl at school. To do so afterward would be sheer torture.

“Speak of my princess.” Clive waved at the red sports car pulling up. “This is her now in that apple red carriage. You said you just moved here, and it was your first day at school. Maybe Emberlyn can make you feel welcome there as well.”

Emberlyn’s gait was slower than a snail. She eyed his truck and then him with surprise or shock. He wanted to scream right then and there he didn’t need the job, except that she smiled, and his throat became too dry to swallow let alone produce words.

“Hi!” she said cheerfully hugging her father.

“Emberlyn, this is Egan Stark,” her father introduced.

“We’ve met.” Emberlyn said, her mouth relaxed, no longer a smile nor a frown as she glared at Egan. “So, you were smart enough to find me to work on that assignment.”

“Egan’s here to take the job you and your sister don’t have time to do.” Mr. Stevens clamped a hand on Egan’s shoulder. “And since the two of you already know each other, there shouldn’t be a problem hiring him. You want the job, Egan, it’s yours. Just let Emberlyn know after she shows you around,” Mr. Stevens said as he walked off.

Egan’s thoughts yelled, ‘hey, wait. Don’t leave me with her.’ But he needed a job and he could quit later if things didn't work out.

“I met your boyfriend in trig class today,” Egan commented, immediately wishing he stuck with running off and leaving her to stand there befuddled by his departure. Instead, he waited like an idiot for her to say something. He didn’t think he had ever experienced a more awkward moment.

Emberlyn tried not to stare at Egan. It frustrated her to have an attraction to him.

“I’ll explain to my father you don’t want the job,” she said leaving Egan by the fence.

She tried to take longer steps hoping he’d just leave. The shuffle of boots on the gravel was every indication he followed her into the barn.

“You don’t have to put yourself out with any long-winded lie for my sake. I’ll take the job.”

“Why?” She turned. “Why do you want to have this job when you know you’ll have to take orders from me? You don’t seem at all like someone that wants a girl bossing him around. And I will. I’ll tell you to do the crappiest jobs around here just so... so...”

Egan let out a short laugh.

“What’s so funny?” She demanded.

He dropped his gaze to her feet where one was half submerged in horse dung.

“Oh, look what you’ve...” She glared at him as he continued laughing. “Stop that, these are my new shoes and they cost a fortune.”

Egan stepped forward and put his hands on her hips.

“What are you doing?” She gasped unable to gather any ideas as to why he was so close.

“What you want me to do.” He breathed close to her face.

Emberlyn’s eyes widened.

“What I want?” she whispered, afraid she’d break some spell keeping him near her.

“Sure.” He hoisted her up to sit on a double stack of hay bales then leaned to grab a rag from the peg on the wall. “You wanted me to do the crappiest jobs, so I’ll clean the crap off your shoe.”

He bowed his head and went to scraping and polishing her leather loafer. Her short intake of air was enough to bring his head up to look at her. She felt silly thinking he had wanted to kiss her.

“You don’t have to do that,” Emberlyn said regretting her comment about crappy jobs.

“Not a problem. I figure the job couldn’t get any dirtier than this.” He folded the rag over to a clean spot and rubbed a little more.

She needed a new topic. “I was thinking about our project after you left the library. Would you be interested in dressing like a cowboy?” she asked.

“That’s not too much more than what people wear now.”

“Sure, it is. A cowboy layers from his long underwear to a string tie. There’s a shirt, pants, belt, vest, neckerchief, coat, socks, boots, spurs and...”

“Spurs are only worn if riding a horse.”

“Wouldn’t that be every day?”

“I suppose so.”

“You’d get to wear guns and a gun belt.” She added hoping to appeal to the boy in him.

Emberlyn looked up at her sister, Kinsley strolling into the barn.

“Hi there.” Her sister perched on the bale next to Emberlyn while staring at Egan. “I’m Kinsley. I hear you’ve been hired to do my chores. Just make sure you do them right.”

“This is my sister.” Emberlyn groaned.

“Egan Stark.” Egan rose from shining Emberlyn’s shoe and tossed the rag into a trash can.

“Do you go to school?” Kinsley asked. “I’m a Junior.”

“Senior.” He stated.

“Go away,” Emberlyn ordered. “I have to show him the job so he can earn the money Dad will be paying him. I suggest you not bother him too much either as Dad’s not paying him to stand around.”

“Yes, ma’am, Captain Bossy Pants.” Kinsley hopped off the haybale and saluted.

Emberlyn clenched her jaw as her sister walked away. Kinsley had a bad habit of being annoying or depressing, neither of which Emberlyn cared to deal with today. At least Kinsley spent more of her time with her best friend, Marcy, or went to stay with their cousins.

“So, other than cleaning your shoes, what else do you want to be done out of the ordinary,” Egan asked while washing his hands in a work sink at the end of the barn aisle.

It irritated her to think her father would hire Egan and he might not do half the work he should.

“I understand mucking the stalls, grooming the horses, cleaning the barn in general,” he said. “Is there anything else? Fences to mend, repair this barn?” His gaze went to the missing board on the wall that a storm had torn off.

“You can do that?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve done this sort of work before?” She hopped off the hay and examined her shoe. “I mean, my father might like to know your references.”

“As I told him, I grew up on a ranch, a real one that my parents raised cattle on.” He made it sound as if hers were nothing of importance.

“Then I guess you don’t need me to tell you anything.”

“Only if it’s something out of the ordinary like cleaning your shoes.” He walked over to a stall door and unlatched it. How many horses are there for me to take care of?”

“Eight.” She leaned in the opening while Egan took a pitchfork inside and started working. “They’re usually in the pasture so the stalls don’t get too dirty.”

“Your horse... Poppy? She could use a little less grain.” He told her.

“I know. Since school started last month, I haven’t ridden her as often to keep her weight down. With winter coming, she’ll need the extra to keep her warm.”

“Emberlyn!” Kinsley rushed into the barn. “Dad just got a call from Mr. Haney. Someone stole one of his horses last night. He said for you to take Egan out and check on ours.”

“Come on.” Emberlyn led Egan to the shed out behind the barn.

She went inside and pushed her red dirt bike out.

“Here, you take this one and I’ll get my sister’s,” she said, letting him hold onto it.

Egan looked at the mud-spattered bike. He had always wanted a dirt bike but never had the money or the opportunity to learn how to ride one.

“Wait,” he called to Emberlyn. “I don’t know how to ride it.”

Emberlyn’s eyes couldn’t have gotten any wider at his statement.

She came back and swung a leg over the bike. “Do you think you can hold on?”

“To what?” He eyed her and then the bike.

It was large, she was small. Neither seemed to fit. Yet, a few seconds later, she had started it and was looking at him as if he were taking up all her time.

“Are you coming?” she asked.

Egan put a leg over the seat and sat behind her. He put his hands on her waist. He wasn’t going to squeeze tight, but she left no option when she gunned the engine and the front of the motorcycle popped up off the ground before speeding forward.

She drove faster, the further they got from the barn.

“Smoky,” she yelled over the noise of the engine when they passed one horse.

Egan memorized the names as she shouted them out until she came to the seven besides Poppy who was in a small paddock by the barn. Then she stopped the motorcycle and turned off the engine.

“I guess everything is alright here,” she said breathing heavily.

“All accounted for if there are only eight.” He agreed as he relocated his hands off her hips and onto his thighs.

She looked over her shoulder at him. “I can teach you to ride the motorcycle if you want.” 

“Does the job require it?”

“No, of course not, I just thought maybe you’d just like to learn something besides how to be a...a...”

“Jerk?” Egan tried to fill in the blank as she would. He got off the motorcycle to put distance between them.

“No, I was going to say stable boy. But you’re not exactly a boy now, are you?” Her head cocked to the side.

The sun sparkled through her hair like a bright rainbow of gold. He couldn’t recall ever thinking about a girl’s hair color before.

“I’m seventeen if that’s what you want to know.” He told her.

“I’m seventeen too. Next month is my birthday. When’s yours?”

She sounded interested.

“Sunday.” He should have lied and said it was months ago.

“This month? October twenty-third?”

“That’s right.”

“That means we’re both Scorpios. Will you have a party?” She smiled.

“Hardly. I just moved here, remember?”

“I usually have a big party. But not this year.  Chris says he’ll take me to dinner, then he has a surprise. He likes to do things in a big way.”

“Yeah, he seems just that sort of guy.” Egan kicked some rocks around in the dirt. Her boyfriend was the last person he wanted to be stuck talking about.

“So, do you want to learn to ride the bike or what?” She fiddled with the handle, not looking at him anymore.

“Yeah, why not.” He smiled.

Emberlyn climbed off and waved him to get on. She explained shifting gears with his foot, the gas on the handle, and everything she could think of to confuse him it seemed. He repeated all that she said to lock it in his head.

“Ready to give it a try?”

“Maybe that should wait until another time.”

“No, you’ll forget what I just told you.” She climbed on behind him and held onto his waist.

It wasn’t the same as when he held onto her. Instead, Emberlyn’s slender arms wrapped entirely around his middle, and she leaned against his back.

“Okay, turn the key.” She pointed at it as she looked around his arm.

Egan stared at the key. He went over the details in his head again. “Maybe you should get off while I try this alone.”

“Then I won’t be able to help,” she said. “Now turn the key.”

Egan started the engine and did everything as he remembered. It helped that she held tight and shouted reminders. Though, he didn’t need the reminders as much as the encouragement she gave with each pat of her hand on his stomach.

They rode slowly at first. He didn’t want to do anything that might get Emberlyn hurt. Her laugh bolstered his confidence, and he found himself having fun. Eventually, he headed toward the barn, feeling it wasn’t right he spent too much time playing around when he was supposed to be working.

At the shed, he stopped the motorcycle and turned off the engine.

“You did great.” Emberlyn climbed off holding his arm for balance.

Her pant leg caught on the wheel and made for an awkward moment where she had much of her weight on him and all he could do was pull her to him to keep her from falling.

“Thank you.” She breathed close to his face. “I’m not used to getting off from the back.”

Egan studied the amber of her eyes. Tiny sparkling dots like diamond chips twinkled beneath the fan of dark brownish black lashes. Mascara, he assumed since she would have pale lashes that matched her blonde hair.

When Emberlyn’s gaze drifted down to his mouth, he stared at hers and wondered what it would be like to kiss her pretty lips.

“I think I can stand on my own,” she murmured.

“I reckon so since you have two legs.” He laughed, putting a hand over his mouth at the thought he had just had about kissing her.

Emberlyn laughed but stopped short when she looked toward the barn.

“What are you doing out here?” Chris yelled across the field.

Emberlyn twisted free of Egan’s hold.

Egan got off the motorcycle. He didn’t really need to kiss her anyway. It would complicate things much more than they already were.

“I didn’t expect you until five,” Emberlyn said.

She stretched her neck and Chris kissed Emberlyn on the cheek Egan really didn’t need to see that but wondered if the girl was that reserved.

“It is five, and what’s the new guy doing here?” Chris asked her.

Egan pushed the motorcycle in the shed. As he stepped out, he looked over to see Emberlyn lift her arm and look at her watch.

“Dad hired him to take care of the horses.” She studied her wrist in silence. “Five. Well then, I guess I better go get cleaned up. I didn’t know how much time had gone by while showing Egan the ranch.”

“So, he’ll be hanging around here?” Chris gave a nod in greeting to Egan.

“He’ll be working.” She took Chris’ arm and steered him back toward the barn. “Come on, or we’ll be late for dinner and the movie.”

Egan didn’t expect her to say goodbye, well maybe he did, but it didn’t matter. It made him appreciate more why he didn’t get involved with people. Emotional highs and lows were too much trouble.
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Dinner was cut short to make it in time for the movie. Emberlyn didn’t mind. She wasn’t very hungry, and her thoughts had often drifted to Egan.

Outside of the restaurant, she was taken by surprise by his appearance. She immediately pushed her hair back.

He looked her way and when his eyes rolled up, then down to look at his shoes, she almost didn’t bother to say anything to him. When she decided that would be as rude as he was being, her question made verbal waves.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

“What? You think you have exclusive rights to this restaurant?” He glared at her.

“No, but are you following me?”

“Yeah, right. I was hoping to see who pays the bill when you eat.” He stood up from his slouched position against his truck.

Emberlyn couldn’t stop herself from making a frustrated noise without words when Egan lifted a brow, then looked past her to a woman approaching.

“Hello,” the woman said as she walked to Egan. “Here’s your supper and don’t forget to pick me up at two o’clock. I’ll call shortly before to make sure you haven’t fallen asleep.”

“I’ll be awake, Mom.” He took the take-out box from her and put it through the open window to sit inside his truck.

“Well, if you’re sure.” She held his face and kissed him on the cheek. “I do wish you’d shave.”

“I’ll think about it,” he answered.

Egan’s mother headed back to the restaurant. A slight limp making her go slower reminded Emberlyn that Egan said she sprained her ankle.

“Your mom works here?” Emberlyn felt embarrassed. She practically called Egan a stalker and he wasn’t there because of her at all. She felt a mix of disappointment with her chagrin. He could have been following her if he wanted to, like he should, as she had thought.

“Wait here, Emberlyn.” Chris interrupted her thoughts about Egan. “My father’s here.”

Chris hurried across the street. She watched him talking to his father and found it boring, so she looked back to Egan still standing by his old truck.

“We’re going to be late for the movie,” she commented not knowing what to talk about with Egan.

There was an awkward pause, and she wondered why he didn’t leave or say anything. His mother was right, he needed to shave, yet at the same time, she felt an attraction to the short black bristles.

“We’re going to see a western, I think.” She glanced at Chris coming back and was relieved. “Here he comes.” She hoped it would give Egan a clue to leave.

“See you around,” he said leaving her on the curb.

“Hey, hold up there, Stark,” Chris said. “I got to go do something with my father. Can you take Emberlyn home?”

“What about the movie, Chris?” Emberlyn complained. “This is the second time you’ve done this. Can’t your father do without you this one time?”

“Come on, Emberlyn. You know my father, if he has a sale to make on a tractor or a plow, he jumps right on it. He gets a bonus by delivering tonight.” He rubbed her arm. “Let Stark take you to see the movie. I’ll catch it when it’s on a streaming channel.”

“That wasn’t the point.” She frowned.

“Let’s go, Chris,” his father yelled.

“I’ll call you tomorrow morning.” Chris kissed her on the cheek and then hurried to his pickup truck across the street to follow his father.

Emberlyn labored a heavy sigh as Egan came back around the truck to stand in front of her. She was speechless. Chris left her standing there on the sidewalk like a fool. Anxiety took a new high and she tried to remain calm.

“I’ll call my father to come to get me.” She turned away feeling awful for how she had spoken to Egan.

“I like westerns,” he said.

She glanced back at him.

“I could take you to the movie.”

“I don’t really feel like going to a movie,” she said hoping it didn’t sound as if it was because he asked. “Besides, you have your dinner getting cold.”

“I’m not very hungry.” He took her elbow and led her to the truck. “If you don’t want to go to a movie then I’ll take you home.”

“Your dinner?”

“I’ll throw it in the microwave when I get home.” He leaned over and opened the door.

“Are you sure?” She smiled as he opened the truck door. “I don’t want you to go out of your way.”

“It’s way out of my way, but you need a ride, and I’m offering. Just don’t keep apologizing for your boyfriend standing you up in the middle of a date on the ride home.” He put his hand out for her to climb up into the truck.

“I promise, no more talk about Chris.” She went to sit, and Egan pulled her back. She fell back into his arms.

“You almost sat on my dinner,” he explained and reached around her to pick up the takeout food box.

“Oh.” She inhaled as he helped her in and moved away.

The aroma was delicious, and it wasn’t Egan’s dinner she liked the fragrance of, but rather him.

“What’s wrong? Are you dizzy?” He gripped her arm as she leaned toward him for a second whiff of his showered freshness.

“Nothing, ah no, I’m fine. I was just... looking where to put my foot so I don’t... never mind.” She stammered and stumbled through words until she sat in the truck. Unknown emotions tumbled through her head. She fanned her face to dispel the heat of her blush. She didn’t want Egan to see how flustered she was by circumstances that put them together. Once he was in the truck, she kept her sight set on scenery outside her window.

The drive seemed even longer when silence was all there was between them. Every time she opened her mouth to start talking, the topics sounded silly in her head, so she kept quiet. She felt like a small child sitting next to a grown man. He was too serious like her father and handsomely mature looking with the full day’s growth of facial hair.

She reached up and pulled the hairband from her ponytail. “You’ve not said whether you’ll dress like a cowboy for history class or not.” She raked her fingers through her hair. “You’d be perfect as the bad guy if you grow a mustache.”

“You don’t think I’m too nice to be a bad guy?” Egan laughed.

“You know, for once you might just...”

“Someone’s in your pasture!” Egan pulled the truck to the side of the road. “See the headlights?”

Emberlyn looked at the twin beams of lights bouncing over her north pasture. The field was farthest from her house and not where her horses were at night. It didn’t mean someone didn’t take a horse in another pasture and that they were headed for an escape route.

Egan jumped out of the truck and rushed around to stand at the fence for a better view. He looked back at Emberlyn hopping out of the truck.

“Does anyone from your house usually come way out here at night?” he asked, not knowing their routines.

“Never. Do you think it might be someone trying to steal my horse?” She went to the fence with him.

“I don’t know?” He looked up and down the long line of white rails. “Is there a gate close to here?”

“No, it’s on the other side of the pasture near Mr. Haney’s property.”

“Stay here. I’ll see if I can get a closer look before they leave.” Egan put his hands on the rail, and with a hop, sprung over the fence.

If he got a license plate number or even the color and make of the vehicle, the police might find out who it was. It shouldn’t have made a difference to him who was in Emberlyn’s pasture. He hardly worked more than an hour for her father so it wouldn’t be like he had loyalties to the man. But his father had instilled a sense of right and wrong in him, and it was hard to ignore something wrong. What if it had been his father’s ranch someone trespassed on? He hoped anyone that noticed would do something to help. Even report it to the police.

“I’m not waiting here,” Emberlyn shouted.

He stopped and waited, then went back to help when she took too long trying to crawl over the fence. Apparently, she wasn’t agile enough to vault over, and her legs too short to swing them over.

“Hurry up. I think they’re leaving.” He held her arm until she got over the four-foot-high railed fence.

Egan ran toward the beam of lights. They appeared to head straight for him, but their distance wasn’t close enough to see him. Once the vehicle turned and headed the other way, a pick-up truck towing a horse trailer took shape. Maybe white or light colored, he couldn’t tell.

He stopped running to catch his breath. When he realized Emberlyn was not keeping up, he turned around to look for her. It would be just like a girl not to have the stamina to run far.

He glanced back at the truck in the field. It continued, getting farther and farther away with each passing second.

“They’re leaving,” he shouted to Emberlyn as he walked back toward her.

In the moonlight, he made out her location, squatting or kneeling on the ground.

“I’d think you’d have more energy with riding your horse all the time.” He continued toward her.

As he approached, his heart stopped at the sound of heavy, raspy breathing. Emberlyn’s labored breaths paralyzed him. The danger of death clamped a vise on his lungs. His thoughts took him back to the day his father died. He fought off the petrifying idea he’d not be able to help, and he ran to Emberlyn.

She sat with her hands clenched against her chest.

“Where’s your inhaler?” He demanded, his anger overpowering his distress. He slid his hands over her, searching for the pocket she kept it in.

“Em, your inhaler? In your purse?” Did she have a purse with her? He didn’t recall seeing one. What girl didn’t have a purse, especially when she went on a date? “Why didn’t you tell me you had asthma. Where’s your inhaler.”

“I—don’t—carry—it—any—more.” She wheezed.

On each gasp of air that she struggled to get, her fingers clutched at his forearms. He slid his arms around her and drew her close.

“Relax and breathe. I’ve got you.” He had to get her to the truck. “Hold onto me if you can. I’m going to pick you up.”

He kept his one arm around her back and the other he slipped under her legs. She hardly weighed anything, and he easily scooped her up from the ground.

She hugged his neck.

He fought the impulse to squeeze her tight to stop her chest from heaving so fast. She needed a tender hold to give her room to take deep breaths.

“I—” She didn’t finish.

His insides knotted.

“Don’t talk. Just relax, Em. I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen to you.” He continued walking toward the fence where his truck sat on the other side

“I—can—walk.” She struggled with each word.

“If I’m carrying you, then you can concentrate on breathing.”

Emberlyn’s hold tightened on him. With her face close to his, each breath she took dusted his cheek. He noticed the hint of probably a dinner mint. The reassurance she still breathed helped keep him sane.

“You should always have your inhaler. Anyone with asthma should know the importance of it.” He hated how reprimanding he sounded. His anger could wait until later, when she was breathing normal again. “I’m sorry. Don’t get upset.”

“Calm—Egan.” She wheezed. “I’ll—be—okay.”

If he wasn’t on the verge of a panic attack he might have laughed at how she tried to comfort him.

At the fence she tipped her head against his.

“Em? What’s wrong?”

Her heavy wheezing scared him, and he tried to hold back the fear she’d die. But his body wasn’t about to cooperate. Every nerve in him trembled.

Em put her hand against his face and stroked his cheek. “I’m all—right.”

“Em, look at me.”

She lifted her head, wheezing and gasping as she blinked watery-eyed at him.

“I have to get you over the fence.” He told her.

Emberlyn nodded and reached for the fence. “Put—me—down.”

He lifted her over. While she stood, he climbed over, still holding her arm. It wasn’t like he could prevent her from collapsing, but he needed to feel in control. He hopped over the rail and quickly picked Emberlyn up. He carried her to the truck, opened the door, and sat her inside. His mind spun out of control with memories of his father’s asthma attacks. He still had nightmares about them. His heart raced, yet Emberlyn stroking his shoulder helped to quell his spiraling fall from sanity.

Egan opened the glove compartment and rummaged through the junk. The last time he had done this, his father died. Everything he touched, he flung out of the way. Papers, flashlight, gloves, and old cigarettes landed on the floorboard.

With an acute awareness of Emberlyn’s breathing, he continued looking in the glove box. Then he found until he found what he needed.

“Here.” He held one of his father’s old inhalers up in front of her.

Emberlyn shook her head refusing to take it.

“It’s alright Em, it’s Albuterol. It’s for asthma.” He held the side of her face. “Please, Em, take the medicine.”

She had to know it would help. He didn’t understand her rejection.

“Em, please.” He held it up. “You want me to administer it?”

He wiped his hand over his eyes, blurry with tears.

Emberlyn took the inhaler from Egan. She didn’t want to make Egan cry. Normally, she waited out an episode. They rarely came, and when they did, they were always mild. Her doctor said she was out-growing it, though she suspected he only told her that because she hated how it disrupted her life.

She pumped
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