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To all my cowboys and cowgirls out there, may you forever love your horses, yourselves, and your rodeos. 
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I would like to take a moment to thank all of my friends and family that have encouraged me to write over the years. Your support means the world to me. 

To my partner in crime, Mindy Marin, thank you for all that you do; not only for our company, but also for what you do for me as a friend. Love you so much! 

To our Winyan Press illustrator, Alex Marin, seriously, dude I love your art and you are pretty awesome yourself. What you have done with all the covers and illustrations has been nothing short of amazing. 

To copy editor, Amanda Rash, thank you for everything you have done for me on this writing journey. I can’t imagine doing this without you by my side. You are the best and I love you! 

To my proofreader, Leeanne Lemaster, thank you for your guidance and love, and encouragement.

To my mom, Ellen Woodard, thank you for giving me the love of reading, and 

To my daughter, Deanna, thank you for being my beta reader on this story and for writing all of Ember’s introductions and interviews. Also, I can’t forget to thank you for the wonderful poem you wrote for the beginning of the story. Love you, my girl.

To the rest of my family and friends, thank you for all your love and support throughout the years. 

This story has been percolating in my brain for quite some time. It was actually something I wanted to write a long time ago when I heard the song A Beautiful War by Kings of Leon. Of course, everyone knows I love to write angst, but then that darn Deanna snuck in there, and soon enough the angst got minimized... LOL. It’s still there but not as angsty as it was going to be.

Speaking of Deanna, as you all know she has a super mad crush on Tony Stark. When I told her she could name my bull rider I never expected her to name him Tone. I was like what in the world, no way. She eventually wore me down, so yep, he’s named Tone after Tony Stark. My little contribution to Iron Man was to name the horse he works with Pepper. I couldn’t help it and Deanna thought it was perfect.

I usually have some form of playlist that I write to and this story was no different. Being that this was a rodeo story, I knew I needed to listen to country music to set the mood. Since I’m not that into country music, I just picked some popular songs for my playlist. This was working great, but I found myself listening to the song What If by Kane Brown on repeat every time it popped on. It really fit Ember and Tone, so I ended up downloading his entire catalogue and realized that he was my soundtrack artist. So yep, I may not be that into country but I’m sure into Kane Brown. You will find references to his music throughout this story.

Anyway, this is a story about a barrel racer named Ember Rawlings and a bull rider named Anthony ‘Tone’ Markenson. She’s been through a serious rough patch and is not interested in meeting someone new. In fact, it takes some major convincing from her best friend Taylor to even come to a ranch again. Will Tone’s quirky and carefree personality where her down? Will she be able to let go of her past and love again? More importantly, will Tone find a way to break through Ember’s tough exterior to heal her? Ahhh, let’s find out and see ☺

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Acknowledgement


[image: image]


Winyan Press, LLC would like to acknowledge the following individuals for their contributions on Breaking Ember.

––––––––
[image: image]


Leeanne Lemaster, proofreader

Alex Marin, Graphic Artist/Illustrator

Deanna Milda, Beta Reader

Amanda Rash, copy editor

RLS Model Image Photography

Table of Contents

Dedication

Preface

Acknowledgement

1 The Burning Within

2 First Impressions

3 All The Same

4 Ember the Great

5 Past Present Future

6 Breaking Ember

7 Trusting Is Hard

8 Breakthrough

9 What If Girl

10 Power of the Horse

11 Burning Again

12 Perfect Storm

13 Starting Again

14 Sharing A Vision

15 Rodeo Days ... Again

16 8 Seconds of Hell

17 Silver Linings

18 Roll With It

19 Back in the Saddle

20 It Happened in Dodge

Epilogue

Author Note

About The Author

Sneak Peek of Always His Girl

Sneak Peek of Beyond the Beach

Sneak Peek of Helios Awakened

Winyan Press Contact Information

Honest love is not true love

And true love is not always honest

The pursuit of romantic love is the hardest love to acquire,

To be able to love others honestly, 

You must be able to love yourself equally,

Often when you say, ‘I love you’s, 

You also say, ‘I hate you’s just as much,

With every breakup, with every new love,

You will feel something ignite like a fire,

Some fires are safe and give warmth when cold

Some fires are dangerous and cause devastation, 

The key is not to always be ready for the fires spread,

But to be ready to extinguish the fires that will hurt you 

And be willing to accept the fires that won’t.

By D.E. Milda
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1 The Burning Within
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Ember lay awake on her bed. The covers scrunched at the bottom. She must have kicked them off during the night. That sounded about right. Since the accident five years ago, she had been plagued with nightmares. Sometimes, she would go weeks without thinking or dreaming about it, and then BAM! It was right there staring her in the face. It was like a slow burning flame that smoldered within her, never to extinguish. She turned her head toward the small clock on her nightstand.

“Just get up,” she grumbled to herself.

She rolled out of bed and proceeded to get ready for work. She glanced at the bookshelf against the wall. The one that held the trophies, belt buckles, and certificates she had won as a champion barrel racer. She rarely looked at it. Her mother had put that up last year. She thought it would be good to remember all that she had accomplished. All it did was remind her of all she had lost. The ringing of her cell caught her attention. She cocked her head when she saw the caller ID.

“Hey, Tay Tay,” she answered.

Taylor laughed on the other end. “What’cha got going on for the next two to four weeks?”

“Work, why? Did you win an all-inclusive trip to Tahiti and you want me to go with you? You know I love you girl, but not like that,” she said with a laugh.

“Whatever, woman. Look, I hired some girls to work with the horses, training ‘em for barrel racing. They said they could do it, but they don’t seem to know how to.”

“Well, fire them and hire someone else.” Ember already sensed where this was going, and it caused the burning within her to intensify.

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Taylor responded.

“You know I don’t ride anymore.” Even to Ember’s ears, she could hear the bite of her words.

“I know, and I respect that. All I’m asking is that maybe you could come up here and help teach the girls how to work with the horses. They’re smart and eager to learn.”

Ember sat down and closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure what to do. She and Taylor had been friends for close to ten years now. Out of all the people she had met on the rodeo circuit, she was the only one that had been there for her after the accident. At the same time, the mere thought of being around horses again caused her such pain that she felt like she would be sick.

“Ember, you still there?”

“Yeah, I’m here.” She paused to steady her speech. “I’m on my way to work, can I think about it?”

“Definitely.” Ember could hear the excitement in Taylor’s voice. “I miss you, girl. It’d be great to hang out again.”

“It would.” Ember smiled. She missed Taylor as well. “I’ll give you a call a little bit later.”

Ember hung up and ran her hand through her hair. She exhaled a few times, trying to control her breathing. Taylor had taken over Hawkins Ranch after her father had a heart attack last year. He was fine and fully recovered, but he had decided it was time for Taylor to take over. The thought of working on a ranch again had never crossed Ember’s mind. Being around horses had been too hard for her after what happened. Could she do it? She wasn’t sure, but Taylor rarely asked for anything, and she hated to let her down.

“Deal with it later,” she told herself with a sigh.

Ember gathered her wallet, slipped her phone in her pocket, and snatched her truck keys off the ring near the front door. She was the opening manager for the store today and needed to get over there. She twisted her head from side to side, getting out the kinks before getting in her 2015 F150 truck. She’d bought it when she was seventeen, with her prize money that year. She never would have imagined that her life would be thrown completely off course, just one year later.

“Hey, Ember,” Max said cheerfully as she came through the front door of the store.

“Hi, Max. How’d dinner go last night?” she asked, slipping on her nametag.

He laughed. “Excellent.”

She grinned. “Glad to hear it. I’ll be in the back.”

She strolled to the back of the store where the manager’s office was. She had worked for Tractor Supply Company for three years. Made manager after two. She didn’t mind it. The people were great, and she could talk about anything in the store. The advantage of growing up on a ranch. Her father worked for a horse ranch near Aubrey, Texas, so they had lived there as well. It’s where her love of horses came to fruition. She closed her eyes as a small smile formed on her face.


“We really get to live here?”

“Yes. Do you like it?”

She nodded and watched as the horses ran. They were majestic and beautiful, and she longed to know what it felt like to be riding on one of them. She was only eight years old, but her daddy had told her she had talent. She couldn’t wait to start riding.


~*~
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“Ember, come quick,” her father called to her.

Ember set the hay bale in the corral and wiped her hands on her jeans before walking over. Her dad was standing next to one of the other corrals with Mr. Wilson. There was a sorrel mustang in the corral. 

“What’s up?” she asked as she approached.

“What do you think of that horse in there?” Mr. Wilson asked in his gravelly voice.

“He’s beautiful. You gonna race him?”

He ran his hand over his trimmed beard and then shoved his hands in his pockets. “I was thinking about having you turn him into a barrel racing horse.”

“Are you serious?”

Mr. Wilson smiled and nodded. “I’ve been watching you grow, and I like how you’ve been working with the horses. I know you will rise to the challenge of training.”

She looked at her dad who was beaming. They had been there for nearly five years now. Ember had been learning to do everything with the horses. She couldn’t believe this opportunity. She walked closer to the corral and reached her hand out to the horse.

“What’s his name?”

“Phoenix,” her father replied.

She liked that. “Come here, Phoenix.”

The horse walked over to her and nuzzled her hand. She smiled and stroked his neck and mane. He seemed to respond to her well, so she got into the corral. She tested his boundaries, and then hopped on him bareback. 


“Ms. Rawlings, a customer is asking to speak to you.”

Ember blinked, feeling wetness in her eyes. Phoenix had become her best friend. She would spend the next year training him and would go on to win three-barrel racing world championships in the teen division with him. He had been a magnificent animal. 

“I’ll be right out,” she finally said.

Ember breathed in and out a few times. She wasn’t sure what to do. She had a comfortable life right now. Was she happy? Generally, no, but was anyone nowadays? Could she handle a few weeks on a ranch? The burning within jolted her out of her seat. There was only one way to find out. She’d give Taylor a call when she got home today. For now, she needed to see what this customer wanted to complain about.
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Hawkins Ranch was in Pilot Point, Texas, but was really on the outskirts of town. Taylor was the third Hawkins to run it. It had been passed down from her grandfather to her father, and now to her. They primarily focused on breaking horses, and training horses for the rodeo. Ember knew that Taylor had wanted to branch out but wasn’t sure if she had done so or not.

Over the years, the stretch of highway from Aubrey to Whitesboro on Highway 377, had become a mecca for the equine industry. Ember understood why that was. The area was wonderful. The soil was fertile, the climate was comfortable, and the proximity to various horse events was unmistakable. Who wouldn’t want a ranch in this area? If she were to ever buy one, it would be along this highway.


“Come on, Phoenix. You can do it.”

The horse whinnied but moved forward as she trotted it around the various barrels, allowing him to get used to it. He had not wanted to go near them before, but today was the day. She felt it. He trotted around all three barrels and stopped.

“Good job, boy. Should we go run?”

He pranced and reeled up excitedly as Ember laughed. She nodded at her dad who opened the gate for them. Phoenix immediately took off running. Ember leaned into him. This was her favorite thing, him flying as fast as he could.


A horn honked, drawing her out of her thoughts. She breathed in and out several times as she gripped the steering wheel. She steered her truck onto U.S. 380 and continued her trek. She was about twenty-five minutes from Pilot Point. She kept herself focused the rest of the way there. Every time a thought arose, she quashed it down. She needed to keep her mind steady and focused.

She turned off the highway and took Wilson Road, all the way down to the ranch. Hawkins Ranch had an excellent location. Not far from Ray Roberts Lake, a lot of vegetation and places to run the horses. They had also acquired several trails they could take the horses on. She smiled when she passed the sign for the ranch. As she pulled up to the house, she could see a group of men in a corral with a beautiful black and white paint. She shook her head. They looked ridiculous. She parked and got out of the truck to find Taylor running up to her. Taylor grabbed her immediately.

“I’ve missed you so much,” Taylor said, pulling away from the hug.

Ember smiled. “I’ve missed you too.”

“You look great, girl.”

Ember laughed. “Yeah right. But you look amazing. I love your hair short. It’s looks good on you.”

“Thanks,” she said genuinely. “My dad hates it. Says it makes me look like a dude.” She rolled her eyes. “So, I told him, I thought you named me Taylor because you had wanted a boy.”

Ember’s eyes grew wide. That had been a bone of contention between them for a long time. Taylor had overheard her parents talking when she was fifteen or so. Her dad was concerned that God had made her gay because he had been upset when she was born a girl instead of a boy. Taylor had a right to be upset about that but, of course, that wasn’t why she was gay. Ember was surprised she would bring it up with them.

“What did he say?” Ember finally uttered.

“He huffed and walked to his room, and mom gave me that disapproving look.”

“Are they still not okay with who you are? I mean, I thought they were over it.”

“Nah, they’re good, but I think they would prefer that I wasn’t so obvious,” she finished with a laugh.

Taylor had come out as a lesbian when she was fourteen. Her parents were not happy about it. They made her keep it to herself, telling her it would ruin her rodeo career. She did that and hated it. By the time she was seventeen, Taylor had decided that would be her last year on the rodeo circuit.

“Is there anyone special in your life right now?”

Taylor shrugged sheepishly. “I’ve been so busy, but I have my eye on someone.”

“Spill, woman,” Ember teased.

“Later,” she chuckled. “Right now, I want to introduce you to the girls you’ll be working with.”

“I’m going to hold you to that,” Ember told her. 

Taylor laughed. “Come on.”

Ember followed her as they walked toward the barn. It looked like she had three sets of corrals. One was being used by the cowboys who were trying to break the horse she had seen. Another one was being used by a cowgirl doing tricks. The final one was a little larger and had barrels in it. As she got closer, she saw two women sitting atop the railing. They hopped off when Taylor and Ember approached.

“Ember, this is Amelia,” she motioned to a young woman with long brown hair that she had in a ponytail. “And this is Chloe.” She motioned to the girl with short blonde hair.

“It’s so great to meet you,” Amelia began.

“Yeah, we’re grateful that you are willing to help us,” Chloe added.

“Ember here is a three-time teen champion barrel racer who trained her own horse,” Taylor told them proudly.

“I rode against you before,” Amelia said with a smile. “I never beat you though.”

Chloe laughed. “I never rode in the same circles as you, but I have seen you ride.”

Ember felt the burning within her again. She took a breath. She wasn’t sure what to do. No one ever talked about her rodeo days with her. It wasn’t Chloe and Amelia’s fault. She felt Taylor’s hand on her shoulder. Taylor lightly squeezed it, helping to ground her to the present, instead of those difficult times.

“I’m looking forward to working with you,” she stumbled out. Both girls looked at each other, and it made her wonder what she missed when she zoned out.

“How about we go meet the horses?” Taylor asked, squeezing her shoulder again.

“Yeah, sure, that’d be good,” Ember responded flustered.

“Girls, lead the way,” Taylor told them.

Chloe and Amelia nodded and started for the barn. Thankfully, Taylor didn’t say anything about what just happened. Instead, she led her to the barn and told her how they were considering putting up an indoor corral but were pricing it out to see how feasible it would be. That would be a neat thing to have in bad weather.

“Thanks for not saying anything back there,” Ember said as they reached the barn.

“I got you,” she replied with a smile.

The barn was huge. She didn’t remember it being this big, but then again, she hadn’t been to the ranch in a long time. Usually, Taylor would meet her in Fort Worth. There were ten stalls on both sides.  And a large aisle that could fit a truck and trailer inside it. 

“This is a nice set up,” Ember said aloud.

“Thanks. We refurbished the inside a couple of summers ago when we started working with more horses.”

Chloe opened one of the stalls and brought out a beautiful chestnut mustang. “This is Chuck.”

Ember grinned. “Chuck, huh?”

“Yeah, he’s named after Chuck Norris.”

Ember laughed, and then swallowed thickly. She breathed in and out slowly, quelling the burn inside. She knew that she couldn’t be around the horse if she was filled with anxiety and panic. It would scare them. She stepped over to the horse and reached her hand out to it.

“Hello, Chuck,” she said sweetly. Chuck nuzzled against her hand. Ember breathed out a sigh of relief.

She looked to her right and saw Amelia with another chestnut horse with a large white spot on its snout. This one was a female though. Ember ran her hand down Chuck’s mane and then walked over to Amelia. The horse looked at her curiously.

“This is Star Child,” Amelia said happily.

“Well, aren’t you a pretty girl,” Ember said with a smile.

She reached her hand out to the horse as she had with Chuck. The horse whinnied and then nuzzled her hand. She felt the burn within, but she was doing her best to ignore it. Perhaps the only way to douse it completely was to be around what terrified her most. At least that was what she was hoping.

“Ember will begin working with you tomorrow. I want her to have the chance to settle in,” Taylor stated, looking between Amelia and Chloe. Both girls nodded.

Ember stepped back slightly. “I’d like you to run them.”

“How long?” Amelia asked.

“And how far?” Chloe added.

“Part of preparing for barrel racing is getting them comfortable with speed,” Ember explained. “Trot them to warm them up, and then do sprints. The distance of half a track.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Amelia responded.

The two girls quickly saddled their horses and led them outside. While they did that, Ember took time to walk down the length of the barn. There were a few other horses in there, which she introduced herself to. The more horses she did that with the easier it became for her. She glanced at the saddle room. 

“Thinking about getting on one?” Taylor asked, leaning against the wall, watching her.

Ember shook her head sadly. “No. I don’t think I can bring myself to ride again.”

“I think you miss it.”

Ember never looked up. She kept her eyes on the saddle before her. Taylor wasn’t wrong. Ember missed riding something fierce. She longed for the days riding Phoenix. The freedom she felt when they were together. How close they were. They could read each other perfectly, but in all honesty, she didn’t trust herself anymore.

She sighed as she ran her fingers along one of the saddles. “I do miss riding but when I even think about it, I remember that last time I was on a horse, and panic sets in. I can’t breathe and feel like my heart is beating out of my chest.”

“I thought it was getting better with the medication?”

Ember shrugged. “I’m not taking the medicine anymore.” She looked up at her. “I promise that I’ll keep it in check.”

“I don’t care about that,” Taylor replied forcefully. “All I care about is you, and what I can do to help you.”

Ember nodded. “Well, if I knew the answer to that, I’d do it.”

Taylor approached her and put her arm around her. “We’ll figure it out. Now, come on. I want to introduce you to a few more people.”

She grinned. “Not those three idiots trying to break that horse?”

“Ouch!” Taylor laughed and directed her toward the exit. “Ya know, they are pretty good cowboys.”

“Hmmm, we’ll see.”

Taylor laughed again. “This ought to be interesting.”
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2 First Impressions
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Tone heard the rumbling of a truck approaching but was focused on what he was doing. He had called on his two buddies, Mark and John, to help him. This horse was proving to be more difficult to break than he anticipated. He feared if he didn’t have a breakthrough soon, Taylor would give the job to someone else.

“Shit!” Mark jumped back as the horse bucked.

The three of them jumped up on the corral out of the way. They got down the minute the horse settled and backed up away from them. Tone approached the horse and was able to get the rope around its neck but wasn’t able to tie it because the horse reared up, stomping its hooves, causing dust to float in the air. 

“I’m not going anywhere, Pepper,” he told the mare.

She reared up again and rushed him. He pivoted his feet, so he was out of the way. The horse ran around him, but he didn’t move. A few moments later, she settled down and backed away from him. He walked over to his two friends who were sitting atop the corral. 

“Let’s give her a break,” Tone said, his eyes drawn to the girl who stepped out the truck.

He couldn’t see her face because she was talking to Taylor. She was tall and lean, wearing faded jeans and a t-shirt, with a black cowboy hat and boots. Her body posture was intimate with Taylor, which made him curious. Was she Taylor’s friend or was she her girlfriend? Man, he hoped it wasn’t the latter.

“Who’s that talking to Taylor?” Mark asked.

“Not sure,” Tone replied.

“She’s kind of hot from this angle,” John added with a laugh.

“Do you think she’s Taylor’s friend or friend?” Tone asked, saying the second friend in air quotes. 

Mark and John both laughed. “Why, you interested?”

“I don’t know, maybe.”

He watched Taylor and the new girl walk past them toward the barn. He got a small glimpse of her face in the process and smiled. She was beautiful. He turned and could see his friends giving him that look. He rolled his eyes and turned toward the horse.

“Taylor better watch out,” Mark grinned.

While John slapped Tone on the shoulder. “Be prepared. She may not be swayed by your charms.”

“Can we focus please?” Tone interrupted before they went on any further.

Mark glanced at the horse and put his hands in his pockets. “I don’t know, Tone. I’m not sure you can break this one.”

“There isn’t any horse I can’t break,” he answered, determined. “I need to get her tied up today. That’s the goal.”

“How do you want to do that?” Mark asked, coming up to him, staring at the horse who was eyeing them both.

“Yeah, we’ve tried for an hour already.”

Tone sighed and stared at the horse. He needed to assert his dominance. She needed to know that he was in charge and that he wasn’t going anywhere. He grabbed the lead rope and approached her cautiously. She started kicking her feet in the ground but didn’t rush.

“Come on, girl,” he stated calmly.

She reared up and pushed him back. Tone jumped out of the way, losing his balance, and falling on his rear. He scooted backwards quickly, trying to get out of the way of her oncoming legs. She reared up again, but he was already out of range. He stood up and wiped the dirt off his jeans, thankful he hadn’t gone through any manure.

“Are you okay?” Taylor asked concerned as she approached the corral.

He turned and stopped short when he saw the woman up close. Her deep brown eyes stared into his. She simultaneously looked concerned and annoyed. Her eyes shifted, catching his buckle. He wore his first-place bull riding buckle proudly as it was the only first place he had won so far. Her expression changed. She suddenly looked upset as her eyes narrowed. No, she was definitely not upset. She looked livid, as if he were some sort of vile creature she needed to stomp with her boot.

“I’m good,” he finally said.

Taylor nodded. “This is Ember. She’s going to be working with Chloe and Amelia.”

“You a barrel racer?” Mark asked.

Before Ember could respond, Taylor answered for her. “She’s a three-time champion rider.”

“Taylor,” Ember said softly. 

She seemed embarrassed by that. Tone wasn’t sure why. She should be proud to be a three-time champion. Taylor looked at her strangely and then smiled knowingly. Tone wondered what that was about but didn’t have a chance to evaluate it further before Mark jumped in.

“I’m Mark, nice to meet you.”

“And I’m John.”

“Nice to meet you both,” she replied cordially.

“I’m Anthony, but everyone just calls me Tone,” Tone said, finding his voice.

She stared at him again and he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. She seemed to be judging him, and somehow, he felt he was coming up wanting in her eyes. Why was she so hostile toward him? He hadn’t done anything to her. They had just met.

She finally said. “Hi.”

“How’s she doing?” Taylor asked, looking toward the horse in the corral.

“It’s a slow process. She’s not very trusting,” he said, bringing his attention to Taylor, his actual boss.

“Keep working with her. If we can’t break her by the end of the week, we might have to figure something else out.”

“Like what?” Ember asked concerned.

“Relax, Ember.” Taylor winked at her. “I won’t put her down. I would just need to find something else for her, and if that didn’t work, I’d have to sell her. This is a working ranch. I can’t have a horse that won’t work with people.”

“If you sell her though...” she started and stopped.

“I promise, selling will be the last resort,” Taylor assured her.

“So, are you two a couple?” Mark asked straightforwardly, much to the embarrassment of Tone and John. John hit him on the shoulder. “What?” he responded angrily. “You know you wanted to know too.”

“I apologize for Mark. He has no damn filter. You don’t have to answer that,” Tone said.

“I love Taylor,” Ember answered with a smile. “But not like that. We’re friends.”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but Ember is not my type,” Taylor stated with a laugh.

“Geez, thanks,” Ember joked with her.

Tone watched in amusement, thinking that Ember was definitely his type. He liked hearing her laugh versus her eyeing him like he was dirt. She glanced his way, still smiling. She then furrowed her brows and the smile vanished. Why did she keep doing that to him? He wanted the happy girl, not the pissed off one.

“We’ll let you get back to work,” Taylor told them.

“It was nice meeting you,” Tone said politely, reaching his hand over the corral.

She stared at it for a moment, then took it gingerly. “Nice to meet you too.”

Tone leaned forward just slightly and gave her his best smile. “You don’t need to be afraid. I won’t bite.”

She yanked her hand from his and turned abruptly, storming off toward her truck. Mark and John both laughed. Tone looked toward Taylor who only shrugged as she walked away to catch up with Ember. He stood straight up, placing his hands on his hips. He shook his head and sighed before turning to his friends.

“What did I say?”

“Good luck with that one,” Mark laughed.

He watched her carry a duffle bag into the house, then glanced at his friends. “She seemed to hate me on the spot.”

John tapped his shoulder. “Not every girl thinks you’re hot shit.”

He gave him a cheeky grin. “That’s impossible.”

“You’re an idiot,” John told him.

“True,” he responded with a chuckle. “Come on. I got about an hour of work left.” 

They spent the rest of their time working on the horse, but they weren’t able to get the lead on her. This was frustrating for Tone as he’d always been able to at least get the lead on a horse he was breaking by the end of the first day, and this was the second day working with it. This would take longer than expected.
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Tone woke up with purpose. He wasn’t sure why Ember seemed so against him yesterday, but he was determined that today he was going to make a good impression on her. He took a quick shower, and trimmed his facial hair, selecting one of his best pairs of jeans and a flannel shirt to go with it. He adjusted his cowboy hat in the mirror and smiled.

“Go get her.”

He chuckled to himself and headed out. His plan was to get there early and see if he could catch her alone. He lived locally in Pilot Point, so it didn’t take him long to arrive at the ranch. He parked his truck and looked around. It didn’t seem like anyone was up. Maybe he got there too early. He went to the corral that Pepper was in. She stared at him and stomped her feet.

“You gonna work with me today?”

The horse whinnied. Its head moving from side to side. That didn’t seem very promising. He heard a noise and turned to see Ember in the barrel racing training corral. That was perfect. He walked over there and could see that she was moving the barrels. Changing the formation they were in.

“Do you need help?”

She jumped and placed her hand on her heart before narrowing her eyes at him. “Why did you sneak up on me like that?”

He smiled. “I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you.” He slipped between the panels and walked up to her. “It will go quicker if I help you.”

“I didn’t ask for your help.”

“Are you always this stubborn?”

“I’m not stubborn. Are you always so pushy?” she demanded.

He frowned for a moment and then grinned. “How about I help you push these barrels?”

She gave him a perplexed look and crossed her arms. “Is that your best attempt at humor?”

“Wow, harsh,” he said with a smile and proceeded to go to one of the barrels. “Where would you like this one?”

She stood there staring at him. He could tell that she was confused and wasn’t sure what to say to him. He bobbed his head and pretended to use the barrel as a drum. Then looked at his wrist as if there were a watch there. He looked dramatically to the left and right and shrugged comically. She grinned and then rolled her eyes. He would take it. It was something other than disdain.

“Just move it over there.” She motioned past her.

He tipped his cowboy hat to her. “Yes, ma’am.”

They spent the next several minutes moving the barrels into a different configuration than what they normally used. After they were finished, he removed his hat and wiped his brow. Those barrels were a lot heavier than he thought they’d be. How in the world did she think she could do that all on her own?

“You’re a bull rider, huh?” she asked nonchalantly, but he sensed there was something behind her words.

He grinned. “Yep. Been preparing for a rodeo next weekend in Mount Pleasant.”

She looked down at the barrel, avoiding eye contact with him. “Well, good luck.”

“Do you want to come along, hang out?”

“I barely know you,” she stated. incensed.

“I’m trying to rectify that,” he replied with a smile.

She watched him and put her hands in her pockets. “I don’t date bull riders.”

He laughed, and slapped his hands on the barrel, startling her. “That’s it. I quit bull riding.”

She removed her hands from her pockets and the look on her face said to watch it. “Are you making fun of me?”

He shook his head and eased his posture, trying to be unassuming. “No, I’m not, but I am curious why you are lumping me into a category of thousands of people without getting to know me first.”

She seemed flustered by his remarks. “It’s hard to explain.”

“I’ve heard people say that if you can’t explain it then it’s probably not a very good answer.”

She narrowed her eyes and placed her hands on her hips. “You are determined to piss me off so early in the morning, aren’t you?” she asked angrily.

He smiled and raised his hands. “Truce.”

She lowered her hands from her hips, furrowing her brows. “That makes no sense.”

He walked up to her, leaning against the barrel across from her. “I know but it always works to stop an argument.”

She blew out a frustrated breath, looking at her boots before she looked back at him. “I’m not trying to argue with you.”

“Ember, look, I like you and I think if you got to know me, then you’d like me too.” He smiled that charming smile that he knew worked with women. 

“I can tell that this is just a game to you.” She walked up to him and sneered. “And I’m too old to play games.”

He removed his hat and ran his hand over his head. “I swear. I’m not playing games with you.”

She watched him for a moment. Her posture relaxed slightly. “I wish I could believe that.”

He put his hat back on, disappointed in the way things played out. “Me too.”

“Is everything all right, Ember?” Chloe asked from the other side of the fencing.

“Yes. Tone was just leaving.” 

With that, she turned and walked away. He stood there flabbergasted. Nothing like this had ever happened to him. Most people liked him. He was a funny person. He treated people with respect. Yes, he did date a lot, but he never used girls as some of the other men he knew did. He watched her walk away with a profound sadness in his heart. He really thought he was getting somewhere with her, but then somehow blew it by inserting his foot in his mouth.

“Hey, Tone, how’s it going?” Amelia asked as he approached the fence.

He smiled. “It’s good.” 

“You trying to hook up with Ember?” Amelia asked with a knowing grin on her face.

He chuckled and shook his head before tipping his hat at them. “Have a great day, you two.”

He wandered back to the corral where Pepper was
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