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Author’s Note




I began writing romance in 2021, almost on a dare. My writing friends got sick of me complaining about the lack of realism in many horse books and essentially told me to put up or shut up. I didn’t even read much romance back then because I thought all of it was high spice, and I never got the warm fuzzies I wanted from that. 

So my mission was twofold: make the horse stuff correct and find sweet ways to build my characters' relationships. This led me to absolutely adore writing the meet-cute, and my first ever romance, Time Faults, is included here. It’s all about the set-up: Liz and Dr. Matt meeting and discovering how they could make their connection into something more.

While I enjoy my longer works, I truly love short fiction, as I can focus down on those ‘first’ moments for characters and spotlight what I love. This collection is full of first moments. First meetings, first kisses, first loves.

Some of the stories have been published digitally before in Sand Kittens Press anthologies, some are interconnected to my two series, and still others are my versions of exploration into new characters, new types of relationships, and even galloping into aspects of the horse world I am less familiar with. This collection even includes my (very short) foray into fantasy!

While it’s hard for a collection to have every story be one that all readers will love, I hope that this wide-ranging collection will have something for everyone. If a story takes place in a location from one of my novels, it is listed in a footnote in case you want to find out more.

Inside you will find cowboys (and cowgirls), vets, trainers, barn cats, newborn foals, and plenty of characters to fall head over heels for.

If, when you finish, you choose to leave a review, let me know your favorites. I love to hear from readers, and your feedback often illuminates the path I take next.








  
  

Love In The Round Pen


Young Adult Romance





The black horse inside the round pen fence spun and hit the metal paneling with its shoulder, the reverberation sending a tremor through Cassie’s arms and echoing around the Pennsylvania farm. Astro was the horse no one had wanted. He had sat in the holding pen as the other horses, with prettier heads and fewer scars, were rescued by various groups. It didn’t help that he wouldn’t allow anyone close enough to halter him, let alone put a saddle on him. 

Cassie leaned back, her wavy bangs falling into her eyes as the gelding spun again, this time right in front of her. She brushed the strands aside, this was the first time she’d seen Astro up close, and in some ways she felt like she was seeing Marc for the first time too.

She knew Marc from around the barn. He didn’t have a horse of his own, prior to Astro, but he had worked for her family’s farm since they both were teenagers. Marc was friendly, but not talkative like many of the other young people around the barn. Cassie often noticed him heading off on his own, only to find him later sitting in a paddock with the horses, watching them quietly.

Over the years they had orbited around each other at the farm, pushing wheelbarrows and dragging the hose out to water the horses on a hot summer day, but never really connecting. Now that they had both graduated, those hours in the musty barns extended, Marc worked there full time and Cassie was out from dawn to dusk making sure she knew how everything ran so that she could take over one day.

Her father had been hesitant to let Marc board the horse with them. Even after Marc swore he’d be there every day to take care of all the chores, which were usually included in the price. Cassie’s father didn’t want to be responsible for his employees working around a dangerous horse. But he had given in when Marc was unable to find another option, and Cassie had been relieved. She liked having Marc around the farm, and if his horse couldn't live there, it was unlikely that he would stay.

“He ought to have been put down,” her father said as Marc was nearly dragged as he unloaded Astro last night. There had been an early autumn chill in the air that set all the horses on edge, so Astro’s arrival only added to the frenzy.  The sun was warm today and only Astro remained worked up. Cassie didn’t like to think her father’s harsh comment was right, but watching the horse strike out toward Marc made her wonder. Her chest tightened as Astro pawed in Marc’s direction again. Was he safe in there?

Astro switched directions again, but this time, the bony gelding took care of his feet, spinning to the inside, not hitting the fence. Cassie noticed the smile spreading on Marc’s face; that one had been his idea. It looked effortless for him, could she do that? Did she have that.... That confidence in her? She scrunched her brow, she wouldn't have used the word confident for Marc before, but it offered itself unbidden as she watched him with Astro. 

The rest of the horses at the barn spent the summer weekends at horse shows, along with most of the riders. Cassie had piles of ribbons won up and down the east coast with her various horses over the years, but never felt as driven to win as the other girls. Marc had never gone to the shows with them. He was always staying behind and keeping the horses at home cared for. Right now, Cassie was wondering if that was not the smart move all along. 

As Astro pranced around the pen, Cassie knew there was no way she would have willingly stepped inside with him. She would have given up on the ragged-looking horse just like her father. The realization stung and left a heavy weight in her stomach. But there was Marc, standing in the center of the pen and getting Astro to dance circles around him.

To the untrained eye, it might be chaos, and while it may have begun that way, it was different now. It was beautiful. The gelding lowered his head and let out a snort, his feet coming to stillness. Marc turned, looking away from the horse for the first time since Cassie had walked up. His eyes met hers and the smile he had bestowed on Astro was directed at her now. Her lips twitched into a matching grin, butterflies quivering in her stomach. How had she not noticed before? When Marc had gone from gangly teenager to... her mind wasn’t sure what words she wanted to fill in actually, but gangly certainly no longer fit him.

Marc’s disheveled hair matched that of his horse, who was breathing deeply and inching toward where Marc stood in the center. Cassie watched as his eyes tracked the gelding without turning his head. The horse’s nose reached out, coming ever closer and Marc mouthed ‘three... two... one’ to her as Astro’s wriggling lips came into the briefest contact with the back of his outstretched hand. 

The gelding stepped closer again, still exploring Marc’s wrist. Cassie held her breath as his fingers curled and twisted to gently pet the horse’s nose. Astro blew out a breath but let Marc rub his face. 

‘Wow,’ Cassie mouthed back, afraid a sound would ruin the moment. The background hum of birds and cars faded at the intensity of the moment; the outside world hardly mattered to what was happening in the pen. The air held so much promise in that moment, it was something Cassie hadn’t felt before.

“Right?” Marc’s voice broke the silence, but his tone was level and the horse did not shy away. It was amazing. Just earlier that day, the horse had been cowering at the back of his pen and now he was the one seeking contact. After a few more moments of rubbing, Marc stepped away, letting the gelding rest. 

Once he was out of the pen, Cassie felt like she could speak again. “How did you do that?”

She had seen trainers come and go, working with riders to get their horses show-ring ready, or to help them finesse their lead changes, but this was different. Marc was just one of the barn guys, wasn’t he? Cleaning and helping, and riding when he could. She’d watched him outgrow his teenage awkwardness, but thought his quiet nature was leftover shyness. 

“I could show you. It’s kind of hard to explain.” He looked around. Lessons didn’t start until later, so the farm was pretty quiet. “Grab Dreamer and meet me in the round pen.”

Dreamer was Cassie’s older show horse. She was semi-retired and now working with the littlest of riders to show them the ropes. Cassie hesitated as she put the halter on the bay mare. What if she made a fool of herself in front of Marc? And why did that suddenly matter? But something told her not to say no, so she led Dreamer into the ring. Marc had a long lunge rope in hand and swapped it for Dreamer’s lead rope. He then handed it to Cassie. “It’s kind of like lunging, except it’s not about the body, you have to work their mind.”

Cassie furrowed her brow at him. Sure, she could lunge a horse who was too energetic for the kids to ride, but what was he on about? He stepped behind her and pointed out with one arm. Dreamer started off in that direction. 

“Just tell her where to go,” he said in just more than a whisper that blew the tiny hairs on the back of her neck. When Dreamer had made a full circle, he reached his hand over hers and directed her arm across her body, moving the rope into her other hand. As it switched, Dreamer halted and turned to face them, ears pointed softly toward them. 

Cassie pointed in the other direction, and Dreamer moved to walk on the circle again.

“She’s doing it!” Cassie squeaked and Dreamer’s ear twitched toward the high-pitched sound and the mare started to trot. 

“Easy,” Marc said in a low tone, voice rumbling through his chest, so close behind her she could feel it as much as hear it. Dreamer slowed back to a walk. “It’s body language mostly, but tone too. Switch directions again.”

Cassie took a breath and tried to swap the rope in the same smooth fashion that Marc had, but it didn’t quite work, and she ended up with the loop around her wrist. Marc reached out, taking her hand in his and repeating the motion. Without a hitch, Dreamer stopped again to face them. Marc hadn’t let go of her hand and was now pivoting them both to the side. 

Cassie turned her head to keep an eye on Dreamer, but Marc clicked his tongue, gently pushing her chin back straight with his free hand. His warm fingers lingered on her skin. “Don’t look at her.”

The quiet tone sent a shiver down Cassie’s spine. Somehow, his quietness was anything but shy at that moment. She was lost in that thought when a soft muzzle tapped her arm. Dreamer was watching her expectantly, just as Astro had been watching Marc earlier.

“You did it.” His voice was low and Cassie turned towards him. He didn’t step back, and the rope was wrapped behind her in a way that probably wasn’t the safest, but she couldn’t have cared if she tried. As she looked up at him, her heart fluttered and she realized exactly what she had been missing all along.








  
  

Just Tag Me


Tara is one of the riders in the clinic in the opening scene of Second Chance at the Water Jump.





Freddi was a superstar playing cross country. Some days I’m extra glad for breeches. Mostly, those days are the ones with hot clinicians. #NotSorry #GreatRideWithAGreatView Great pics, @EvanHillPhotography!

Tara added a picture taken by the photographer at the cross country clinic of her and her horse jumping through the water below her captions. 

Freddi looked alright, his coppery coat gleaming in the sunshine, but she liked that it featured the day’s instructor, Marcus Henshaw, in the background best.

Sure, she saw plenty of guys in their breeches at the hunter shows, but there was something about the man as he stood out in the field directing everyone and giving pointers. He had energy to spare and, despite Freddi not being an eventer, was happy to help them.

Tara had looked up the rest of his schedule as soon as she had gotten home.

Two weeks after Pine Mountain, he was teaching at a barn close to hers. They didn’t have as big a facility, but this stop focused more on flatwork for jumping horses.

She signed up. 

The ride was demanding, yet fun. They worked on dressage and how to use the training scale theory to improve horses in all disciplines. Freddi was very good again, even earning a pat from Marcus. He mentioned that the weekend group had a few familiar faces in it.

Everyone must have been trying to get as much time with him as they could.

How many are here for more than his expertise? Shouldn’t I be more mature than this? She almost felt bad, but... not bad enough to stop enjoying the view as he helped the other riders.

The following week, he was teaching another cross country group in the area. Was it stalking that she knew that? Or that she signed up for the last spot?

No, she was learning. That’s all.

“So, is Freddi swapping disciplines, then?” Marcus cocked an eyebrow at her as the clinic ended. There was a lighter tone in his voice than when he was calling across the ring during the lesson.

It had been another great ride, and it felt like Freddi was enjoying the change of pace.

“Maybe. I think it’s good to try other things to keep it fresh. There’s only so many times you can jump a bending line to a flat oxer.” Tara laughed. Hunters wasn’t always the most exciting type of jumping. 

“So it’s not just the breeches, then.” The other riders had left the ring, and it felt like they took the air with them.

Tara bit her lip, flashing back to her silly post that fueled her infatuation. She never made public posts. It was all just for her friends... 

“You tagged the photographer, and I was checking out his page...”

“Oh god. I’m—” She didn’t know what she meant to say, sorry? Apologize for what? Objectifying him? Eww. She felt so bad—and hot—she must be cherry-red. If she tried hard enough, could she just disappear altogether?

But wait—if he saw it back then, why didn’t he say anything at the last clinic?

“It’s okay. I admit, I was a bit intrigued when you showed up last week and again here. Dedicated stalker that you are.” If she wasn’t hyper-focused on him, she might have missed the way his lips twitched as he struggled to keep his tone serious, but he was messing with her.

And she liked it.

Two could play at that.

She steered Freddi toward the door, walking slowly. Marcus followed. This was the last group before the lunch break. Nothing was scheduled for another hour.

“The gray breeches were good, these—” She tipped her head back and forth. “Eh, not sure olive is your color.”

“Oh, really?” He wasn’t hiding his smirk any longer as he walked beside Freddi.

Tara’s trailer was parked at the end of the driveway, and the chestnut was picking up speed as he realized work time was over.

“I suppose I’ll have to make a note of that then.”

“Oh, really?” Repeating his words back at him, she swung down out of the saddle, landing closer to him than she expected to. The subtle pinstripes in his shirt hadn’t been visible from a distance. They matched the blue-green tint in his eyes.

Talking to someone from horseback made you feel separate from them—it gave you an advantage—but standing on the ground, almost too close, back against that same horse that lent his confidence before…

Tara’s fingers danced through the air of their own accord, reaching for the fabric. She snapped them back at the last moment.

“The gray breeches, but maybe this shirt?”

Tara made a sound in her throat somewhere between a laugh, a groan, and a cough as she tried to choke down whatever was stirring in her belly at that.

The man was just talking about his outfit... right? But the way he said it, his voice so smooth, she couldn’t believe he spent the better part of the day calling across the field.

“But I’m not sure the breeches work outside of the barn...” He kept talking, filling in the silence she left hanging as she tried to get her tongue to catch up to her brain.

This was happening. Her silly social media flirt panned out.

Was she in a movie? On a prank show?

How could this be real life?

Finally, her lips started working. “I don’t know. I don’t get out much.” Wait, that’s what she came up with? Ugh. Marcus gave a tiny laugh.

“We should remedy that, then. Do you think?” As if he were suddenly unsure, he moved back a half-step. But his eyes were still on her, willing her to answer coherently this time.

Tara cleared her throat. At the same moment Freddi pawed, kicking the trailer ramp and making a sound loud enough to shock her back into function.

“Frederic, please not now! Mom’s making a date!” Lord help her, that was no better.

She closed her eyes, hoping that maybe when she opened them again, she would be a normal human being.

Nope, nothing looked different.

“Freddi likes the idea, I think.” Marcus’s voice was light, and Freddi tossed his head. 

“He is an expert judge of character.” That was better. A little bit, at least.

“So, I know better than to ask you for recommendations, seeing as you never get out, but do you think dinner tonight might fit into your schedule?”

Yes, oh, this was it. Say something normal! “It would. My wild night was only going to be me and a bottle of wine. I think we can do better, though.” That’s something. 

“I’m sure we can.” With a smile, he patted Freddi’s neck. “Thanks for the assist, Freddi. Also, Tara, from now on, just tag me in the photos.”

From now on.
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