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Spring is in full bloom. The pine trees are full and green, decorated with dainty little pine cones. A breeze carries the wildflowers’ soft scent of pollen from the outskirts of Pine Valley throughout the entire town. Pine Valley is a secluded village that is encased by miles and miles of pine trees. There are some nearby mountains to the east and a river that runs parallel to the main road making the area a perfect habitat for wildlife. Some wolves, a large population of coyotes, mountain lions and a few bears roam around the area. Bears are rarely encountered, but if one is seen a farmer will usually set out a trap. When their livestock is their livelihood, they cannot take any chances.

Finding herself with some free time, one of the villagers, May Ferrothorn, decides to take her horse out for a ride on the outskirts of the town. The twenty-two-year-old is attired in a faded, blue shirt and white cotton pants. Her laced shoes are scuffed and dull from years of use. The sunlight kisses her lightly freckled face. Her long, dirty blonde hair is tied back in a braid. The wind catches the loose stands, pushing them back from her face.

May’s horse, Red, is a sorrel gelding. His back is swaying from old age, hip bone protruding, and his once-shiny coat is dull. May has grown up on the back of this horse. He was always there to lend an ear to her troubles and offer her temporary escape from her abusive father. Even in old age, she still loves this horse more than anything.

The area is lightly wooded, its grass is uncut, at least four feet tall as it’s slightly above the horse’s hocks. Birds are chirping overhead, and rabbits are squeaking as they flee from the horse’s heavy hooves. They walk slowly over the hills that they once practically flew over. She feels a calmness surround her. 

Without warning, she hears a crunch and feels her horse falling out from underneath her. Everything happens in slow motion as she falls to the side of the saddle and onto the dirt hiding under the unruly grass, her head barely missing being slammed into a large rock. The world is spinning as she sits up and looks towards Red. He’s struggling to get up, crying out pitiful whinnies, and panicking as his front right leg refuses to listen. Snapping back into reality May stands up to see what is trapping her mount. Her mouth gapes and a cold sweat perspires onto her skin. Red has stepped into a bear trap. 

This rusty trap could have been placed by anyone as it’s on the outskirt of town and not near any particular farm or household, perhaps even a weary traveler could have placed it when they spent the night before journeying into the town itself. Regardless, the grass prevented her from seeing it.

Blood is gushing from his pastern where the trap is embedded. Maybe it’s naivety, maybe it’s the shock from the fall, but all May can think is that she has to go find help for him. She starts running back towards the way they had ventured from calling out as loudly as she can. 

“Somebody please help! Help me! My horse is hurt!”

May’s legs begin to throb as her pace quickens. The farther she runs the harder it is for her to breathe due to her screaming and inability to breathe out of her nose while doing so. It seems like it is an eternity of running and shouting until she finally has a response. 

“Hang on. I’m coming,” a man says. 

May stops in her tracks. Out of the woods adjacent to the town comes a black-haired man, riding a grey dappled horse with a dark mane and tail. The horse and rider approach her. The man extends his hand. Without a second thought, May grabs it as he rides by. He pulls her up behind him and she wraps her arms around his waist. 

“Where’s your horse? What’s wrong with him?” he asks. 

In vain, May cannot respond. Her throat is dry and swollen from all her shouting. Weakly she throws her arm by his shoulder, pointing in the northern direction she ran from.

“All right, hold on,” he says. 

He lifts his rein, pointing the horse’s nose and adjusting their path. May squeezes her arms around him. She holds her head against his shoulder as he leans forward. Heat is radiating from the man, making May feel somewhat safe, secure. The grey mare runs harder. The horse has long strides. Each step consumes the ground in great lengths. By the time they reach Red, May has been away from her horse for almost an hour now. Red is no longer panicking, he’s just lying there as if he has accepted his inevitable fate. May slides off the back of the grey, while the man dismounts. They approach her horse. It’s too late. Blood is dripping from Red’s nostrils as he nickers quietly at her familiar face. 

“It’s okay old boy,” May says. 

She bends down next to him, stroking his neck. A few tears slip down her cheeks. Without a word, the man takes one look at Red and walks back to his horse who is impatiently snorting and pawing at the ground. He then walks back over to May and Red, holding a pistol in his hand. Her heart sinks, seeing the tarnished silver weapon.

“There is nothing else I can do,” the stranger says. 

“What? Can’t you at least try?”

“Look at him.”

She looks at Red. His hair is curled from sweating, fighting as he draws each quick breath. More tears slide down her cheeks. Nausea plagues her stomach. It feels like a balloon is inside her, growing and growing with no room. 

“I know this is hard, but he’s suffering, it’s the kindest thing you or I could do for him,” he says.

“O-okay...”

He lets out a deep sigh. Sadness haunts his face. She collapses against Red, pressing her cheek against his neck. Her fingers are entwined in his mane. She flinches as the stranger pulls the trigger. The air around them is briefly quiet, before it’s replaced by the ringing in their ears. The stranger puts his hand on May’s shoulder, lightly squeezing it, and kneels down next Red. After a few minutes, she’s able to pull her head up. Her green eyes are red and puffy. She looks to the stranger, who is stroking Red’s cheek and whispering something ineligible. It’s intriguing to see a man be so kind and gentle to a horse he does not know.

She hasn’t really paid much attention to his appearance until now. The stranger has a tan chiseled face with a cleft chin. His curly hair is a dark black, the length falls past his ears. He must have felt her staring, he looks up and their eyes lock. His eyes are a piercing bright blue that freeze her right in her place. May is not sure how long they sat there gazing at each other, but it felt like hours before he spoke again. 

“It’s getting late. There is nothing else to do, no point crying about it. We need to get you back home,” he says, his voice gruff as he returns to his feet. 

She stands up as well, then looks at the tack still attached to Red’s body. It was her father’s old saddle. The one his father had cherished and passed down to him. While May has never been the sentimental type, especially when it comes to anything that deals with her father, she cannot afford another saddle. May grimaces at the thought of leaving it there. His eyes travel from her tear-stained face to the saddle cinched to the dead horse.

“I’ll come back for the saddle.” His voice, sounding irritated, breaks her train of thought. 

“Look, I’ll take you home and come back,” he pauses, adjusting his insensitive tone, “I promise.”

Aside from giving him some directions back to her farm, they ride in silence. The only sounds that are heard are from the birds cooing and his horse as she breathes heavily through her flared nostrils. May cannot help but hold onto his waist to keep her balance, but she feels like she’s bothering him. Regardless, she wants to squeeze the stranger, relish in the comfort of his warm presence and distract her thoughts from Red’s stiffening corpse, but he’s just that, a stranger. 

He does not say a word when they arrive at May’s farm, not even giving her his name. She shrugs it off. After all, it has been a long day. Her bed welcomes her tired and aching body. The fall had left her right shoulder and elbow bruised with some scrapes. The blue eyes of the man that helped her are all she can see when she closes her eyes. Who is he? What was he doing in the area? Why was he out all alone? Her mind races in circles before she drifts off into a deep sleep.

“Wait, wait, wait. Let me get this straight. Some random guy shows up, shoots your horse, and then delivers your saddle,” Felix says. His words come between mouthfuls of pancake. 

Felix is May’s dearest friend. He was once a chubby-faced boy, but now he’s tall and slender with broad shoulders. His face is thin and unblemished. Light freckles sit above his high cheekbones. His eyes are a deep green with brown flecks in them and his short hair is golden-blond. Felix is very popular with the ladies, not only because his attractive appearance, but also due to his charming personality. Felix and his father Royce own and run the town’s tailor shop. Owning a sheep farm means that their shop is May’s farm’s biggest customer and ally. 

Only a year older than her, Felix and May grew up together. As children, they would play with blocks and dress up in fabric remnants while their fathers chatted about business and personal matters. He has been there for her as long as she can remember. Felix is like a brother to her, the sibling she never had but always needed. As early as the age of nine, she would sneak out of her house and ride Red to Felix’s house. They would sit in the middle of the town’s square, alone but unafraid, staring at the stars and dreaming of ways to escape this small town and take on the world. He was May’s rock when her father died. He never minded holding her while tears streamed down her freckled face when the stresses of the world seemed to pile on her shoulders. Felix even helped her with the flock as she learned to take care of them and the farm chores by herself.

“Can you be a little more sensitive? I just lost Red...”

He stops chewing and looks down at the table. “I’m sorry.”

It has been several days since Red passed on and May encountered the quiet stranger. As promised, the man had left her saddle and tack sitting on her front porch. He had even left a lock of Red’s tail, braided and tied off with a ribbon, lying on the saddle for her. May has not seen or heard about the stranger during this time. Of course she had to tell Felix about the whole ordeal, to see if perhaps he knows something about the man. However, like usual, he’s just as clueless as she is. 

“I mean, I didn’t even catch his name,” May says. 

She sighs, rubbing her hands against her face. 

“Why do you care about this guy so much anyway?” he asks. He seems a little envious. Before May can answer he adds, “Do you have a crush on him?” 

She rolls her eyes. 

“I just wanted to thank him, he went out of his way to be kind to me,” she says. 

May rises from her chair, taking the dirty dishes from the table and bringing them to the sink. He was attractive. His dark curly hair, bright blue eyes, and the dimples on his cheeks and chin are enough to melt an icicle. Not to mention he’s tall, well over six feet tall. She hears a crash, muddying the man’s image in her mind. 

“Shit,” Felix mutters. 

He walks over to the sink. May feels the heat rush up to her cheeks, realizing she has dropped one of the dishes. 

“I’m sorry,” she says. 

Her face is now a bright red as she reaches down trying to gather the broken pieces. 

“It’s fine, you klutz,” he says. 

Felix gently pushes her away from the sink, and begins picking up the mess. May puts her hand on her forehead and walks back towards the table. 

“I just don’t understand how a stranger comes to our small town and nobody else sees him except for me,” she says. 

May sits down and sighs heavily. Her fingers trace the smooth grooves on the dining table, slightly distracting her from her embarrassment.

Felix’s kitchen area is quaint and inviting. The table she sits at is made from pine trees most likely cut on the outskirts of town. It’s stationed in the corner of the room away from the stove and other utilities. The pots and pans are hanging neatly on the rose-colored wall, while dishes, silverware, and glasses are hidden inside the cupboards. The pine table itself is thinly coated with soft white paint. The tile flooring is white with soft pink hues, bringing the furniture and walls together. It’s similar to the interior of a child’s doll house. Everything has a place and nothing is out of place. Even the dishes, as he washes them, are neatly placed in a pile awaiting to be dried.

A knock is heard at the door, immediately followed by a woman letting herself in. The woman, Annabelle, is elderly and frail in appearance, but kind in the face. Her eyes are a pale, glassy blue that reflect sadness since the passing of her late husband. She never discusses her age, but she appears to be in her late sixties. Annabelle and her only son, Brian, own and run the butcher shop. In her earlier years, Annabelle was not only the face of the shop but the reason people went. She would talk customer’s ears off, give discounts, and share cooking recipes. Annabelle was even the one who talked the Mayor into holding several of the town’s annual festivals, such as the flower festival in the fall and the ball that takes place during the spring.

Her son is an awkward individual to say the least. Brian keeps to himself, he rarely looks people in the eyes when he does speak, and he usually can be found talking to himself. He’s very tall, with a pot belly. His left eye is lazy and never looks in the same direction as his right. The poor man is probably lonely, the only company he keeps is his mother and the animals he butchers. He has never been married and has no children of his own.

“Hello dears, I hope I am not intruding. I just was hoping to introduce you to our newest partner,” Annabelle says. 

She gestures to the door, which opens wider as a man enters. The same man, black curly hair and all, who had helped May with Red. He’s wearing a worn-out pair of pants, faded and featuring many patched-up holes, and a long-sleeve button up shirt. It’s unbuttoned enough to where she can see his hairless chest, but not enough to show his muscular disposition. May bites her lip, taken aback as she immediately recognizes him. 

“This is Clint. He’s the new cattle farmer that just moved in to the vacant farm the Anders used to own,” Annabelle says. 

Clint nods and extends his hand to Felix who had approached him and Annabelle upon their arrival. Reluctantly, Felix takes his hand and shakes it. It’s apparent, for some unknown reason, that her best friend does not like the cattle farmer. 

“I’m Felix, and this is May,” Felix says. 

He signals to himself and then to May with his hands. Clint nods, his eyes are fixated on May. His stare knocks the breath out of her body, making her struggle to rise from the kitchen chair. Awkwardly she approaches him, her feet are heavy, making the short walk exhausting. Clint extends his hand to her, when their skin meets static shocks her fingertips, making her recoil slightly. A smirk forms on his face, painting her cheeks red.

“It’s nice to meet you,” he says.

May nods her head, nervously rubbing her upper arm. 

“As much as I would like to stay and catch up with you two, we need to get back to the shop. Have a nice day, sweeties,” Annabelle says. 

She quickly ushers Clint out of the door. May walks over to the window, watching them as they walk towards the bank. Annabelle seems to be talking, her hands moving as she walks as if she’s describing something in great detail. Clint is just walking beside her, occasionally nodding and looking towards the places she gestures to. However, he does not appear to say a word in response.

“So that’s the guy?” Felix asks. 

He seems to be studying May as she watches Clint and Annabelle from the window. 

“Why did he not say that you two had already met? Do you think he was embarrassed or something?” Felix asks. 

May turns, facing her friend, glaring.

“Maybe he didn’t want to get into a long story? I’m sure he and Annabelle have more places to visit, more people to meet. Besides, we didn’t formally introduce ourselves then. Why were you rude? You acted like shaking his hand was going to turn you to stone or something,” she says. 

His face flushes a deep red. He averts his eyes. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he says. 

May rolls her eyes. 

“I know you better than that,” she says. 

She shakes her head at him before retreating outside and into the morning sun. A yellow butterfly with black points flutters in front of her face, quickly flying away before she can even attempt to trap it with her hands. It’s a quiet day. Being that it’s spring most of the town’s occupants are either busying themselves with their farms and businesses, or attending the small school. The sun is shining, but a cool breeze overtakes any warmth it’s providing. May shivers and huddles against her thick lambskin coat. 

If only Red was here. May sighs, not looking forward to the long, cold walk back to her farm. The dirt path is well kept, even with the traffic of horses and carts that often pass through. Sometimes when it rains, carts will get stuck and leave ruts as they travel through. Usually someone rakes and works the dirt to fill in the ruts and blemishes. The dirt path mixed with rocks and small pebbles, eventually merging with stone as it gets closer to the town’s square.

“Do you need a ride?” a familiar, deep voice asks. 

May turns, her mouth gaping as she sees it’s Clint. He sits atop his beautiful grey mare, basking in the glow of the sun. May casts her eyes to the ground, attempting to escape his piercing gaze.

“I figured Annabelle would still be busy showing you around. Did you get to see every nook and cranny of the town?” she asks. 

The three main stores besides Felix’s are the general store, farming and gardening store, and butcher shop. While Clint had probably had already been taken to and familiarized with the butcher shop prior to forming the partnership, Annabelle may have shown him the smaller vicinities: the school, bank, church, and bed-and-breakfast.

“Yes, she did. Your boyfriend’s shop was the last on the list actually,” he says.

“Boyfriend? What? Felix is my friend, we have known each other since childhood,” she says.

“So do you want a ride or not?” he asks. 

May nods. She walks up to Clint and his horse, once again accepting his hand. His biceps bulge as he pulls her up onto the mare. May hesitates to put her arms around him. She doesn’t want to bother him, she’s just a stranger after all. The pancakes in her stomach churn. Why do I feel like this? I don’t even know the first thing about him, only his name. Not to mention, if Annabelle had not shown up, I wouldn’t have even had known that much. After a few seconds, which felt more like agonizing hours, she caves and puts her arms around him. 

“All right,” Clint says. 

He clucks at his mare, who swishes her tail before starting a brisk walk. Feeling slightly uncomfortable, May glances back behind her. She sees Felix watching her and Clint as they ride away towards the rural part of town. 

“So tell me about yourself,” Clint says. 

May pauses, thinking before she answers. She’s not sure if he wants to know about her personally or what she does in Pine Valley.

“I have lived in Pine Valley all my life. I took over my father’s sheep farm after his death,” she says.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he interjects. 

May shakes her head, not wanting sympathy, but he cannot see. 

“It has been four long years. Don’t worry about it,” she says. Her response is cold, not towards Clint for his response but because of her still-present feelings towards her father. 

“What did you do for a living before you moved to Pine Valley?” she asks.

“I worked on a horse ranch for eleven years. Moon here is one of the last horses I broke there. I fell in love with her and had to bring her with me. She’s a nice little mare, pretty good with cattle too,” Clint says.

“I don’t know you very well, but even a blind man could see that you are good with horses. If you worked at a ranch for eleven years, how old are you?”

“Believe it or not I’m twenty-eight.”

“I can see that, not saying you look old or anything. I’m twenty-two myself. Did your parents own the ranch you worked at?”

“No... to be honest, I never met my parents. I lived at an overcrowded orphanage until I ran away to work at the ranch. I’d still take horse shit over people’s lies any day.” 

The pair engage in small talk until they ride into the entrance of May’s farm. He whoas his horse, keeping her still as May slides off the side.

“Thank you for the ride,” she says. 

“It’s not a problem. I’ll probably see you again soon... hopefully,” Clint says.

He winks and flashes her a smile. May’s heart rate increases. She watches him as he rides off. He seems a little rough around the edges, but like a hen’s egg, he probably just has a hard shell. 

Spring is arguably the busiest time of the year for a farmer. Fields need to be plowed, crops planted, and livestock with their newborns needed tending to. May has her hands full to say the least. Her twenty-five-acre farm is home to twenty-eight ewes, a ram, a donkey, two herding dogs, a coop full of hens, and a few feral cats. The acreage is fenced off into several sections. Two pastures, about ten acres each are grazed by the sheep, where the animals are free to move in and out of each section. Her house, small and modest, sits at the front of the property. It’s a two-story house, holding a bedroom upstairs, a living room, kitchen, and another room in the back. The room in the back is too small to be a bedroom, it’s more like a walk-in closet, but it’s where May was forced to sleep as a child. Now she uses it to store extra blankets, and an old armchair. 

The barn sits about twenty feet from her home. The barn has three stalls and a small wooden stock. May rotates the sheep from the pasture into the stall and then to the stock when it’s time to shear them. A pile of straw sits in the corner of the barn, the wall next to it holds her shearing scissors, a rake, and sacks that hold the wool during collection and transport. An old, rusted wheelbarrow rests next to the straw. Red’s tack, the saddle and blanket along with the smooth leather headstall and matching breast collar, sit on a makeshift saddle rack in the corner opposite to the wheelbarrow. The smooth snaffle bit still attached to the headstall has a piece of dried grass stuck to it. May cannot bring herself to clean it off.

This morning it’s unusually warm for early March, the temperature levelling out at about seventy-two degrees. May finishes collecting the eggs from her coop and finds herself with a little bit of free time on her hands. She and Felix are going to meet up later in the day to find a dress for the upcoming town festival. The thought of hitting town early just to wait on him seems boring. May finds herself missing Red. After all, if he was still here, she would go for a ride to pass the time and relax. She decides to go to the lake.

Pine Valley’s lake is not too far from her farm, about five miles down the dirt road and maybe a quarter mile left into the forested area. It’s secluded, but that only adds to the attraction. May hums to herself as she walks. A smile sits on her face. Her skin embraces the warmth of the sun. Birds are chirping their own tunes as she passes the trees where they are nested. 

May turns off the road and starts the short hike to the lake. The area is thick with pine trees, large and small, that she has to weave around. There are also stumps and dead trees that litter the way. Wild animals have made homes in some of the dead foliage, withdrawing reason to clean up the area. Besides, the lake is accessible to everyone but not many people venture to it. The majority of those who have not yet visited the lake are afraid of getting into poison ivy or losing their way in the maze of pines. 

May hears a splash, stopping her in her tracks as she stands within twenty-five feet of the body of water. She studies the lake, wondering if someone is already there or if an animal has gone for a swim. The violets surrounding the lake are in full bloom, coloring the greenery with bright yellow and purple hues. There is a duck squabbling at her newly hatched ducklings waddling their way through the grass bordering the water. Mockingbirds and finches are singing softly in the treetops. To the northern edge of the lake is a pile of something out of place. May squints and gasps. She puts her hand over her mouth. It’s someone’s clothes. Her first instinct is to turn around and leave, but her curiosity is piqued. She crouches down behind the trunk of a thick tree. The cat-tails around the lake are thick and tall, but she can see a silhouette emerge behind them. The figure is a tall man with dark hair. Dark, curly hair. Her eyes widen. 

“That’s... that’s Clint,” she whispers.

Maybe she spoke louder than she had anticipated. Maybe he felt eyes staring at his muscular back; However, for whatever reason Clint turns and looks towards May’s direction. She ducks behind the tree and places her hands over her mouth, hoping to conceal her breathing. Great, he’s going to think I’m some sort of a creep. She feels unnerved. May hears the water splash and sighs. She feels slightly relieved. Maybe he hadn’t heard her after all. Suddenly, she hears rustling in the grass followed by a twig snapping. She freezes again. Nervous sweat beads on her forehead. Please, please, please be a rabbit. Be a deer, be a skunk, be anything, just not Clint. She tightly closes her eyes, holding her breath again as she sits in limbo. With blind courage she finally wills herself to open her eyes. Clint, wearing only his underwear and dripping with water from his swim, is crouching down in front of her. 
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