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Chapter 1
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The rail hit the ground with a thunk that made Isabel Martin’s chest clench. She didn’t dare look down; she already knew what was coming. Her mare, Cadence, had hit the rail with her hoof and knocked it down into the arena sand. As Cadence landed on the other side of the fence, Isabel squeezed hard with her legs, pushing her mare forward even as her own shoulders tensed and her stomach churned. Her dad, Rodger, was going to be furious about her mistake. 

Cadence had only taken a few strides after the fence when Isabel felt it—an unevenness in Cadence’s step that Isabel knew hadn’t been there when she’d first brought her mare into the jumping arena at River Green Farm. As Cadence took a few more strides, her black shoulders frothy with sweat, Isabel again felt the unevenness in her horse’s gait. And so, she did the one thing no one in their right mind would ever do in front of Rodger Martin. She quit—without him giving her permission. 

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing!” Rodger shouted from the fence line. 

Isabel bit the inside of her cheek, trying to push aside the quiver in her middle as she finished bringing Cadence down to a walk. She’d known that his lecture was coming, and that it would probably be pretty spectacular, but she still hated it. Cadence was blowing hard, her nostrils flaring as Isabel loosened the reins. It was only nine o’clock, but the heat and humidity ramped up early in northern Virginia once summer hit. And to think, she thought, wiping at the sweat forming on her own brow, it’s only June. In a few more weeks, she’d be riding as early as five o’clock to beat the sweltering temperatures. 

“Get that damn horse moving again!” Rodger yelled from the gazebo. 

Isabel’s muscles tensed and her grip on the reins tightened, causing Cadence to throw her head. Taking a deep breath, Isabel allowed her horse to continue to amble along near the fence. 

“She’s off,” Isabel called. “I think it’s her right front.” 

“And yesterday you said it was her left hind,” Rodger sneered. “Is it the horse that’s off or you who needs to get your damned head on straight?”

Isabel averted her gaze, her heart pounding as her face flushed. She halted Cadence in front of the gazebo, fidgeting with the end of her mare’s short black mane. “I really think she’s off this time.”

“You know how I feel about excuses, Isabel.” Rodger crossed his arms, glowering at her from under his hunter green ballcap, which had the River Green logo of a jumping horse stitched into it. His sunglasses hid his brown eyes, but she knew they were full of anger. Rodger didn’t like being questioned. When he said jump, you didn’t ask how high. You just did it. 

“You get back out there,” Rodger said, “and start that damn course again, or you can kiss your spot on the trailer to Griffen Crest this weekend goodbye. I take winners, not losers.”

Isabel’s jaw clenched. If it wasn’t Cadence she’d been sitting on, she wouldn’t have had a choice but to do what he said. When it came to the half a dozen client horses she rode for the farm, Rodger called all the shots and made all the rules. But this wasn’t a client horse. This was Cadence, and the mare was Isabel’s. She’d paid for the black Dutch Warmblood mare out of her own damn pocket almost two years ago. Rodger had thought it was one of the stupidest decisions she’d ever made, but she’d gotten tired of getting attached to horses, only to have to say goodbye when they inevitably got sold. 

She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze. She made the decisions regarding Cadence, whether he liked it or not, and she knew when her mare felt off. She rode Cadence five to six days a week, every week. She knew what her horse felt like when she was sound, and what she felt like when she wasn’t.

“Then I guess we’ll be waiting to compete at Woodlawn in a few weeks,” she said.

Rodger’s face reddened as he pointed a finger at her chest. “All you’re doing is wasting what minuscule bit of talent that mare has. Keep babying her like this and you can forget about any year-end awards. Much less people taking you seriously as a rider.”

Isabel ignored him, even as the words he flung hit their marks, leaving her chest tight. Maybe he was right, but Cadence was worth more to her than any ribbon or year-end award. Maybe it did make her too soft, but Cadence was her horse. Isabel was twenty-five years old; she could make her own decisions. 

She kicked her feet out of the stirrups and swung out of the saddle as Rodger continued his rant. As she ran up her stirrups, there was a slight shake in her hands, causing her to fumble with one of the irons. She hated when he yelled at her. She’d hated it her whole life, and he knew it. It was how he’d always kept her in line, doing exactly what she was told, until she’d gone and bought Cadence. 

“Your horses are—”

“Your calling card. I know,” she said, unable to hold back a frustrated sigh. She’d heard that line from the time she’d been old enough to talk. It was one of Rodger’s favorites. 

“If you know, then you also know that means you can’t afford to have any losers. And right now,” he said, jutting his chin toward Cadence, “that mare is a loser.”

She winced, her heart pounding in her chest as she pulled Cadence’s reins over her head. She forced herself to walk away, Rodger still yelling at her as she led Cadence through the arena gate. She tried taking a few deep breaths, hating the jittery feeling in her chest. But when she closed the gate behind her and noticed another rider heading toward the arena, she knew that jittery feeling wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. She barely suppressed a groan as Trevor Colton walked up with an all too familiar smug smile on his face.

“Guess that means there’ll be more ribbons for me at Griffin Crest,” he said as he leaned his back against the fence railing near the gate. 

Trevor was the kind of guy most horse girls dreamed of, and he knew just how good he looked in his charcoal grey breeches, light blue polo shirt, and gleaming black tall boots. His helmet hung on his arm, and his sun-bleached blond hair had been styled with maybe a little too much care for a guy who was going to be riding horses in the heat all day. 

“Guess so,” Isabel said, encouraging Cadence to walk on, but her mare stubbornly refused, planting her feet. 

“No ice in those veins today, Ice Queen?” Trevor asked with a smirk.

Isabel gritted her teeth. The Ice Queen. That had been her; able to get in the saddle and ride whatever horse Rodger threw her up on. But something had changed over the last couple of years. Maybe she was just a loser, like Rodger accused her of, or maybe it was just the realization that she didn’t quite bounce like she’d used to when she ate dirt. But whatever it was, she was off her game—and everyone knew it. At one time, riding had been her everything, but now, she found herself dreading cantering around colorful courses. 

“Cadence is off again,” Isabel said, giving another tug on her mare’s reins. 

“Again?” Trevor raised his brows. “Wasn’t she just lame last weekend?”

“She was. I just… something’s not right. I don’t know. Maybe I need to try another lameness exam again,” she said with a wave of her hand.

“Your third one in two months?” He laughed, shaking his head. “C’mon, Iz. Look, I’ll ride her for you later today if you want. Get her sharper off the aids.”

Isabel stiffened. She hated it when he called her Iz, but he’d been doing it since their freshman year of high school and had refused to quit. As far as his offer went, Trevor was far from a bad rider, but Cadence was her horse. Maybe it was just her stupid stubborn pride, but she didn’t want to hand her horse off to someone else. She wanted to solve the problem herself. 

“Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to pass,” she said. 

He shrugged. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me. But have you tried—”

“Colton! Get your ass on that horse!”

Rodger’s bark made them both jump and Isabel glanced over Trevor’s shoulder to see a groom walking up the gravel path to the arena with one of Trevor’s mounts, a tall, leggy, liver chestnut Hanoverian gelding by the name of Sturmnacht. 

“That’s my cue.” Trevor closed the distance between them, brushing a kiss over Isabel’s cheek. “See ya later, Iz.”

His actions stunned her enough that all she could do was stand there blinking rapidly as he strode off to collect his horse from the groom. With a few more tugs on the reins, she finally got Cadence walking. On her way back to the barn, heat crept up the back of her neck. What in the hell had that kiss been about? Two weeks ago, they’d agreed to take a break from their eleven-year on-again, off-again relationship. When things were good between them, they were good, but when they weren’t, he had the power to make her completely and utterly miserable—and he knew it. She’d told him that maybe a little distance would help them both see things more clearly and figure out where in the hell their relationship was actually even going, and he’d agreed. Or at least, she’d thought he had. As if the kiss is even the half of it, she thought with a grimace. He’d still been calling and texting her daily, wanting to know where she was, who she was with, and what she was doing. Like he didn’t see her almost every single damn day at the farm. 

She shook her head as she and Cadence walked up to River Green’s large thirty-stall stone barn. Her focus needed to be on Cadence. She could deal with Trevor later. Once inside the barn, she led her mare to one of the grooming stalls, watching Cadence’s every step for any sign of lameness. By the time they reached the grooming stall, Isabel felt like she was starting to question her sanity. Was Cadence off on her right front? Or was it her right hind?

Isabel groaned as she led Cadence into the stall and turned her around. Cadence’s lameness had been intermittent and inconsistent, which was making the cause of it way harder to pin down. Ralph comes again next week, she thought as she slid Cadence’s bridle off, replacing it with the mare’s halter. Maybe he can take a look again. She’d already had the farm’s farrier, Ralph, check Cadence’s hooves four times, but maybe this time they’d get lucky and he’d actually find something. 

With a sigh, Isabel clipped the cross ties to Cadence’s halter before beginning to untack her. Cadence had worked up a sweat during the ride, and that meant she’d earned the good rinse Isabel was about to give her. Luckily for her, her mare loved water. Once Cadence’s tack was off, Isabel pulled a treat out. Her mare pricked her ears, daintily lipping it out of Isabel’s hands.

Isabel rubbed Cadence on the forehead as she crunched on her treat. Rodger had always disliked mares, saying they were too moody and difficult to deal with, but as far as Isabel was concerned, Cadence had been one of the most good-natured horses she’d ever ridden. The trainer she’d bought Cadence from had said that the mare was a lady through and through, and Cadence had proven that true a million times over. Isabel didn’t care if Rodger thought she was an idiot. Cadence meant the world to her, and if she had to miss a few horse shows to get to the bottom of her mare’s lameness, she would. Cadence might have been a loser to Rodger, but she wasn’t one to Isabel. 
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The clock on the truck’s dashboard read four o’clock, and there wasn’t enough coffee in the world to chase away Dr. Derrick Thompson’s current exhaustion. He yawned, feeling his eyelids droop, and then gave a swift shake of his head before reaching for the cup of coffee he’d picked up from a local gas station after leaving his last call. Hopefully it would help keep him awake until he could finally make it home. 

He drained what was left in the flimsy paper cup before tossing it back in the cupholder. With any luck, the call he’d just left would be his last call of the night. He was ready to get home and catch a few hours of sleep before he had to be back at the office at eight o’clock. Thank god Brittany is the one on call this weekend, he thought, slowing his truck a little as he rounded a hairpin turn on the pitch-black, winding country road. 

Hiring Dr. Brittany Velasquez to join the team at Still Waters Equine Clinic had been one of the smartest moves he’d made since taking over the practice from his mom, Dr. Molly Thompson, a little over a year ago. Lately, he’d caught himself wondering how in the world she’d run the practice all on her own. She’d been a single mom for decades— and she’d been seeing more than just horses. Since he’d taken over, the clinic only saw patients of the equine variety, but his mom had taken care of all kinds of farm animals over the years. Even though he’d been hesitant about hiring another vet, having Brittany on board had helped with the clinic’s ever-growing workload.

He yawned again as he came to another stop sign, his thoughts returning to the farm he’d just left. His clients there, the Harvey family, had a little hobby farm that included two horses for their teenage daughters. One of the horses, a handsome off-the-track Thoroughbred named Red, had come down with a middle of the night colic—a potential nightmare of a situation for every horse owner. Without the ability to vomit, stomach issues in horses, like colic, were serious. 

The Harveys had caught Red before his condition had really progressed, thanks to a local horse show that had required them to get up early. There would be no horse show for Red and his teenage rider over the weekend, but Derrick was confident that they’d caught Red’s colic early enough that the horse was going to be okay. That was why he did what he did, perpetual exhaustion aside. It wasn’t for the money, as many people assumed. It was because he was passionate about helping horses. He’d grown up shadowing his mom and he’d known from a young age that what he’d wanted to do with his life was to help animals. 

When he reached the bottom of one of Culpeper County’s steep hills, his cell phone rang. He groaned as he picked it up. So much for sleep. 

“Hi, Dr. Thompson, this is Margaret Sullivan. Rodger was supposed to be taking Knight to Griffin Crest this morning for one of his junior riders to show in the equitation, but apparently, he somehow gashed his shoulder pretty good in his stall last night. Rodger thinks it likely needs stitches.”

Derrick did a quick mental calculation of how far he currently was from River Green. “I just finished up at a call and I can be there in about thirty minutes or so.” 

“Thank you so much. Rodger is getting ready to head out with the rest of the horses, but I believe he said Isabel is staying behind. I’ll let her know you’re coming. I should be getting there around the same time as you.” 

“Sounds good. I’ll see you soon.” 

Derrick tossed his phone on the passenger’s seat beside him and tried to ignore the slight tightness in his middle. It wasn’t from the thought of stitching up a horse’s shoulder; he’d done that plenty of times. It was the thought of seeing Isabel Martin. He’d known Isabel since kindergarten and been halfway in love with her since their sophomore year of high school—not that she’d ever looked his way even once. After they’d graduated, he’d gone off to Virginia Tech while she’d started her professional career on the show circuit. Honestly, Derrick was a little surprised to hear that she wasn’t going to the show at Griffin Crest with Rodger. From the time she’d turned sixteen, Isabel had been showing almost all of Rodger’s top horses. 

Maybe Margaret heard wrong, he thought as he made a right-hand turn, away from the little farm he shared with his mom and toward River Green. He rolled his shoulders, trying to relieve the tension in them. He was twenty-six; he shouldn’t still be pining over her like they were back in high school. She’d been dating Trevor Colton for years, and it had always been pretty obvious that she’d never had any interest in Derrick. Still, he found himself feeling stupidly hopeful as he drove toward River Green. Get a grip, he told himself. He was going to River Green to do his job. That was it. Even if Isabel happened to be there, he didn’t need to go acting like an idiot. 

The rest of the drive gave him time to get his head on straight, and he was feeling a little more ready to tackle the job in front of him by the time he rolled up to the automated gate at River Green’s entrance. He hadn’t been to Rodger’s farm a lot, as Rodger typically worked with Red Hill, the largest equine clinic in the area, but four months prior, Margaret had hired him to take care of her senior gelding, Knight Errant. Margaret had purchased the warmblood from Rodger over ten years ago, and Knight had been a top horse on the circuit for several years. While riding had never really been Margaret’s thing, she still enjoyed owning the horse and had happily watched Isabel, and a few of Rodger’s students, take Knight into the show ring over the years. Age, however, had been catching up to Knight. Derrick felt like the gelding’s health had been improving over the last few months, especially after Margaret had decided to add chiropractic care to Knight’s regimen. 

Once past the gate, Derrick followed the long asphalt driveway back to the large stone barn. On one side of the barn, there was a huge bluestone arena filled with colorful jumps and a large gazebo, while on the other side, there were numerous four-board wooden fenced paddocks. Rodger’s mother, Louisa Martin, had bought the sprawling luxurious equestrian property for her son over twenty years ago, and Rodger had been the one to put River Green on the map as a premier facility for sport horses. Rodger was known for being rather harsh with his horses and clients at times, something Derrick wasn’t a fan of, but he did produce winning results in the show ring. 

Once he was parked, Derrick began rummaging through the assortment of truck boxes that had been built into the bed. He’d pulled out everything he’d need for stitching up a horse and had just picked up the plastic grooming caddy he used to carry his gear when a black Jaguar pulled into the parking space beside him.

“Good morning,” Margaret called as she got out of the car. “So sorry to have to call you out here so early.”

“It’s not a problem at all,” he replied, the two of them falling in step as they walked into the barn. “I actually wasn’t far; got called out for a colic not too long ago.”

“Always something with these animals, isn’t it?” Margaret said with a shake of her head. “For as big as they are, they certainly are fragile.”

“That they are.” He’d spent years in vet school learning all the ways things could go wrong with horses—and there were a lot of them. 

“Rodger has already left with the show string,” Margaret said as they continued walking down the concrete aisleway. The spacious barn was mostly quiet and he spied a number of empty stalls. “I felt so bad for Annabelle; she’s the junior who was supposed to ride Knight at the show today. She’s been working so hard this summer. Isabel said she was going to clean Knight up a bit in the wash stall while we waited for you to arrive.”

The empty feeling in the pit of Derrick’s stomach returned, but he forced himself to pull his shoulders back. He was a grown adult. He could handle this. The most important thing was making sure Knight was okay. 

When they reached the wash stalls at the opposite end of the barn, the horse was standing in a set of cross-ties while Isabel stood at the back of the wash stall itself, rolling up the hose. The Hanoverian gelding was tall at eighteen hands, but he stood quietly with one hind leg cocked and relaxed. The horse had experienced a lot in his twenty-two years, and there didn’t seem to be a whole lot that phased Knight in his old age—though Derrick had gathered that hadn’t necessarily been the case when the gelding had been younger. As Derrick took a closer look at the horse’s shoulder, he easily spied the nasty-looking gash, complete with a small flap of skin hanging off it.

“Thanks so much for getting him cleaned up, Isabel,” Margaret said. “I hope you didn’t have to miss out on the show because of this whole mess.”

“I was happy to do it,” Isabel replied. “I actually ended up scratching. Cadence is having some lameness issues again.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Margaret replied. “She’s been struggling with that for a little while now, hasn’t she? I hope you can get whatever is wrong resolved soon.”

Isabel pressed her lips together, her shoulders drooping for the briefest of seconds before she hitched them back up again. “Me too.” Taking a deep breath, she turned her attention to Derrick. “Jenny found him like this when she fed this morning. It looks like there was a loose screw in the corner feeder he must have gotten hung up on.”

Derrick nodded, setting his caddy down at the edge of the wash stall before ducking under the cross-ties. Knight flicked his ears as Derrick walked over to him. 

“Got a war wound, didn’t you, old man?” Derrick said as he began to take a look at the injury. “It’s definitely going to need stitches. I’m going to give him a little sedation, but I know he’s still not a big fan of needles, even in his old age.”

Derrick drew up a dose of Xylazine and when he returned to Knight, the gelding was pushing against the cross-ties, pinning his ears back. Fast and accurate, Derrick reminded himself as Isabel clipped a lead line on the horse to keep better control of him. Thankfully, Derrick found the vein on the first try, and it didn’t take Knight long to start feeling the effects of the sedation. As soon as the drugs took effect, Derrick got to work. 

He cleaned the area thoroughly, then began the job of stitching the skin back into place. Isabel stayed at Knight’s head, rubbing the horse’s cheek, while Derrick worked. Despite the fact that the stitching was taking up most of Derrick’s concentration, it was still something akin to torture being so close to Isabel. As she carried on a quiet, soothing conversation with the horse, Derrick couldn’t seem to stop his gaze from occasionally straying to her. He told himself it was purely to keep an eye on the horse and make sure the sedation wasn’t wearing off too early, but the fact of the matter was that he was stitching up a horse and couldn’t help but want to drink in everything about Isabel. Her hair was a little shorter than it had been in high school, but he found that he liked it, and she still looked damn good in a pair of tight-fitting breeches. Yep, he still had it bad. 

“He’s good to go,” Derrick said, clearing his throat ever so slightly as he tied off the last stitch. “No food or water in the stall until he comes fully off the sedation. Do y’all have a small paddock that can be used for turnout for a few days? You just need to make sure he doesn’t start tearing around and pull the stitches loose.” 

Isabel nodded. “We have a couple of smaller lay-up paddocks.”

“Great. Let’s go with stall rest for three days, then try him in a small area and see how he does. You just don’t want too much movement before things have really gotten a chance to start healing. Obviously, if anything starts to look like it isn’t healing well, give me a call. And I can leave y’all some Trazadone to help with the stall rest, if he needs it.” 

“I think I’d rather take the Trazadone just in case,” Margaret said. “And Isabel, I’ll get up with Rodger to sort out the stall rest and turnout.”

Derrick stepped out of the stall so that Isabel could unclip Knight from the cross-ties and lead him back to his stall. As he bent down to pick up his caddy, he heard the familiar staccato of hoofbeats in the aisleway. He straightened just as a groom walked by leading a flashy dark bay paint horse. Judging by the horse’s height and movement, Derrick guessed him to be a warmblood of some sort. The coat color wasn’t common for warmbloods, but it wasn’t completely impossible. 

“He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?” Margaret said as the groom wrangled the horse to a halt a few feet away from them, the flashy gelding trying to pull away from his handler while the groom struggled to open a stall door. “He came down from Maryland late last summer. Kaspar, I think, is his name. His old trainer said he’s incorrigible, but he’s only three.”

The groom finally got the door open, but as he went to lead the horse into the stall, Kaspar tripped. Derrick frowned as he watched the horse scramble to right himself. Horses tripped—it happened—but he could have sworn there had been something unusual about the horse’s stumble. 

Margaret shook her head. “For as well-bred as he is, he’s quite clumsy. Rodger says he’ll grow out of it with time and training. For Amy’s sake, I hope he’s right. I know she’s put a lot of money into that horse.” 

Derrick bit the inside of his cheek. The gelding’s wobble had looked a little suspicious to him, but watching the horse walk into a stall was hardly enough to go on. Not to mention that the horse didn’t belong to him, or to one of his clients. Besides, he reminded himself, it could have been nothing more than a bad step. 

“If you need anything else,” he said to Margaret, “just give me a holler.”

“I absolutely will,” she replied. “It was good seeing you and thank you for stitching him back up.”

“Always my pleasure.” 

He turned and headed for the barn doors while Margaret walked off to Knight’s stall. Derrick checked his watch as he walked. It was almost five o’clock. If he went straight home and didn’t get any more calls, he could catch a couple hours of sleep before he had to be back at the clinic. But as he reached the doors, he heard Isabel call his name.

“Hey, Derrick—I mean, Dr. Thompson.”

His pulse quickened as he stopped and turned to face her. “Derrick is fine,” he replied. 

“Right.” She cleared her throat, a faint blush tinging her cheeks as she glanced down at her dark brown paddock boots before looking back up at him again. “I, ah, was actually wondering if I could maybe have you out to look at Cadence. I’ve been trying to get to the bottom of this lameness issue with her and I’m not having any luck.”

“Sure. If you come back to the truck, I can give you one of the clinic’s business cards.”

She nodded and he tried not to appear too eager as she followed him. Once he’d put his equipment away, he opened the driver’s side door and pulled a business card out of his wallet.

“You can give the office a call,” he said, “and they can get you scheduled.”

Their fingers brushed as she took the card, and that brief touch—and the sparks that followed—were enough to make it abundantly clear to him that his attraction to her hadn’t gone anywhere. 

“Thanks,” she said as she slipped the card into the pocket of her breeches. “I’ll let you get going. I’m sure you’ve had a long night.”

She turned and walked back into the barn, leaving him standing at the truck like an idiot. She wanted him to come out and look at her horse. That was it. 

With a sigh, he got in his truck and started it, backing out of the parking space. He needed to get home and get some sleep, not be standing around dreaming about Isabel Martin. His mom had handed him the reins of a successful veterinary clinic and he needed to do everything he could to make sure it thrived. 








  
  

Chapter 3
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Isabel’s cell phone was sitting in her lap and Derrick’s business card was laid out on the coffee table in front of her, and still, she couldn’t bring herself to type the office number into her phone. She groaned, rubbing her forehead before briefly closing her eyes. Why did making a phone call feel so damned difficult? She’d been sitting in the living room for almost a half hour, all because she couldn’t bring herself to make a damn phone call, and her lunch break was almost over. 

You’re not calling because you know Dad will flip. The thought left her stomach in knots and she bit down hard on her lower lip. Rodger already thought she was wasting her time with Cadence, and he was no fan of Derrick’s. As far as Rodger was concerned, adding acupuncture and chiropractic equine care to Derrick’s skill set had turned him into a quack of a veterinarian. It didn’t matter that Derrick had gone to the Chi Institute to learn those skills; Rodger didn’t want the other man anywhere near his barn. But if there was any chance Derrick could help with Cadence…

Isabel took in a deep breath, grabbing the business card and dialing the number. She fidgeted on the couch as she listened to the phone ring, her gaze falling on one of the large photos on the far wall of her, Rodger, and Knight. It had been taken a little over five years ago when Isabel had brought home a slew of ribbons from the Virginia Festival Of Champions. She’d been so proud of how well Knight had done at the big show, as had Margaret, and Isabel had been absolutely sure that Rodger had been proud of them too. Except he hadn’t been, and she’d had to sit through the whole drive back listening to him berate her for all the mistakes she’d made in the classes she hadn’t won. 

“Still Waters Equine; this is Jake speaking. How can I help you?”

The voice on the other end of the line broke Isabel out of her memories and she sat up a little straighter on the couch. “Hi, I’m looking to make an appointment with Dr. Thompson.”

“Of course,” Jake replied. “Give me just a minute to pull up the schedule. Can I get your name?”

“Isabel Martin.”

“And are you a new client or an existing client?”

“I’m a new client.”

“It looks like Dr. Thompson has an opening on Friday the twenty-third at noon. Would that work for you?”

“That would be perfect, actually,” she said. It was almost two weeks away, which wasn’t too terribly long, plus she always got an hour break for lunch at noon every day, which meant that Rodger shouldn’t be having any meltdowns about Cadence’s appointment messing with the training schedule. 

“And will this appointment be for starting one of our wellness programs or for a more specific issue?”

“It’ll be for a lameness exam.”

“And the horse’s name?”

“Cadence.”

“Alright, I’ve got you on the schedule. I just need some basic contact information and I’ll send you our new client information pack. You can fill it out and email it back, or you can swing it by the clinic before your appointment, whichever is easiest.”

She gave him her email and phone number, and when she ended the call, her shoulders sagged in relief. Rodger would tell her she was wasting her time by having Derrick out, but it wouldn’t be the first time. And even if he thought it was stupid, Cadence was important to her. Her mare wasn’t just another training horse she’d have to eventually say goodbye to. Cadence was her horse. Isabel saw her mare as a friend, not an investment. If Derrick could get to the bottom of Cadence’s lameness issue, it would be worth putting up with Rodger’s angry words and nasty attitude. 

“Everything okay?” 

Isabel started slightly as her stepmom, Danielle, walked into the living room. Danielle’s long blond hair was pulled into a bun and her pink paisley apron was covered in bits of flour—a sure sign she’d been baking again. When Danielle had come into their lives twelve years ago, she’d been anything but the stereotypical wicked stepmom and Isabel was grateful that when Rodger had chosen to remarry, he’d chosen someone as kind as Danielle.

“Yeah,” Isabel replied, shifting some on the couch. “Just making a vet appointment for Cadence.”

Danielle’s expression softened. Horses weren’t Danielle’s thing, but she’d always understood their importance to life at River Green. “Is she not feeling well again?”

“She’s been coming up lame. I’m hoping the vet can get to the bottom of it, though I’m probably going to ask Ralph to look at her again too, the next time he’s out.”

“I hope so too. I know this has been hard on you. But I do have one thing that might brighten your day. Want to test some of these new brownies for me?”

“Hell yes,” Isabel said and immediately got up. She checked her phone as she followed Danielle into the kitchen. She still had a solid twenty minutes before she had to get back down to the barn for the next set of horses. It was definitely enough time for a brownie break. 

The scent of freshly baked brownies hit Isabel as she stepped through the kitchen doorway, and even though she’d already grabbed a sandwich when she’d first come in, her stomach still rumbled a little bit. 

Danielle got Isabel a plate and started dishing up a couple of brownies while Isabel pulled the pitcher of sweet tea out of the fridge and poured herself a glass. She settled on one of the stools on the backside of the granite island and a few minutes later, Danielle passed her a plate of brownies. 

“I changed the butter ratio a bit,” Danielle said. “You’ll have to tell me if you think it’s better or worse than my old tried-and-true recipe.”

Isabel took a bite, closing her eyes as she savored the rich chocolate flavor. “I mean, everything you make is delicious, but these are pretty spectacular.”

Danielle’s smile broadened. “Sounds like those recipe tweaks are definitely keepers then.”

After Danielle got her own plate of brownies and a glass of almond milk, she took a seat on the stool beside Isabel. “I think Rodger mentioned that Sara is going to pop up to the house for dinner later tonight after y’all are done with your training rides.”

Isabel’s shoulders tensed and she couldn’t hold back a quiet sigh, staring hard at her last brownie. Danielle’s niece, Sara, was seven years younger than Isabel, fresh out of high school, and dead set on a future as a professional rider. Sara had started riding at River Green shortly after Danielle and Rodger had gotten married, and it hadn’t been long before Isabel considered Sara one of her best friends. For years, Isabel had felt like Sara had looked up to her—until she hadn’t. Lately, Isabel had found herself feeling like Sara was more of her enemy than her friend, and the worst part was, Sara refused to sit down and talk about whatever was bugging her so much. 

“You two still aren’t getting along great,” Danielle said, slightly tilting her head. 

“Not really,” Isabel replied, picking up her last brownie. “I’ve tried talking to her about it, but she keeps avoiding me. I mean… I know I haven’t been riding well lately. Dad is pissed about it, and he keeps reminding me how much my bad riding affects everyone else. I don’t know. I keep wondering if maybe Sara is mad about that too?”

Danielle pursed her lips. “You’ve done a lot of really amazing things with your riding, but sometimes even the best can benefit from a little bit of a break. Maybe you’re just feeling a little burnt out?”

“Tell that to Dad,” Isabel muttered before immediately wincing. “Sorry; I didn’t mean…”

“It’s alright.” Danielle lightly placed a hand on Isabel’s arm. “Rodger is a driven man, but he can be… difficult at times. But don’t let him discourage you from taking care of yourself.”

“I feel so ungrateful.” Isabel shook her head, hating the tightness in her chest. “I mean, I live on this gorgeous farm with all these amazing horses, and Dad’s made it clear he wants me to take over one day, but sometimes it feels like all I can think about is getting away from it all.”

“Not that I don’t like having you around, but I think it’s perfectly normal and valid to want to spread your wings a little bit, especially at your age.”

Isabel sighed, staring down at the crumbs on her plate. When she’d graduated high school, Isabel had known that riding professionally was going to be her future, and at the same time, there’d long been a part of her that had shied away from the idea of one day taking over River Green. Running the farm meant constantly traveling for training and horse shows, keeping on top of both training and show schedules for horses and clients, and making sure the River Green horses brought home as many blue ribbons as possible every time they stepped into the ring. Especially lately, the whole thing just felt entirely too overwhelming, and she’d spent enough time on social media to know that not every horse owner spent their lives like that. Plenty of people just kept their horses at home for their sheer enjoyment, without the high stress of keeping up with a professional show barn. Why couldn’t she have both? 

She could establish herself as a professional rider in the ring and have her own small farm on the side where she could just enjoy being around horses. She’d planned on waiting a little longer before she made her move, but she’d been so damned miserable over the last few months, the idea of her own little farm felt like a siren call. 

“I don’t know,” Isabel said, shrugging one shoulder. “Maybe it’s just all this stress with Cadence that’s getting to me.”

“When will the new vet be out for her?”

“In about two weeks.” Isabel frowned before finishing off her tea. “Dad is probably going to be pretty pissed about it, but I’m feeling a little desperate. I just don’t think all her less than stellar behavior and performance problems lately are because she’s lazy.”

Danielle gave Isabel’s arm a gentle squeeze. “Cadence is your horse, not Rodger’s. There’s no harm in getting another opinion, and who knows, maybe they’ll find something this time. And don’t pay too much attention to Sara tonight if she’s giving you grief.” She got up from the table, gathering up their empty plates. “Not that it’s an excuse, but I think it eats at her sometimes that you were able to start riding way before she did.”

“I’ll try,” Isabel said, somehow mustering up a strained smile. 

She missed the friendship she’d had with Sara, when they’d been horse show buddies and barn buddies, and the worst part of the whole mess was that she felt like she didn’t know how to fix it. Her phone buzzed with the alarm to get her butt back down to the barn. She had a couple more training rides to get started on. 

“I’ve gotta go,” she said as she got up. “Thanks for the brownies.”

“You’re welcome.” Danielle smiled. “I’ll see you in a bit, and remember to stay hydrated out there in this heat.”

Before she left the kitchen, Isabel took Danielle’s advice and grabbed a sports drink along with her water bottle and then made her way to the garage. She only zipped her chocolate brown tall boots three-quarters of the way, due to the Virginia heat, then jumped into one of the four golf carts parked in the garage. The farm was almost forty acres and golf carts were just faster. 

Isabel followed the winding gravel path that led down to the barn. A slight breeze had picked up, causing the leafy green branches on the tall old oak trees to sway, and she hoped it would stay. She had just rounded a corner when her phone buzzed and she slowed the golf cart so that she could pull it out of her pocket. The text that popped up on the screen made her stomach clench. Why couldn’t her mom ever take a hint?

Natalie had been the one to leave when Isabel had been five. Rodger hadn’t forced her. And she hadn’t just left him; she’d left Isabel too. For most of Isabel’s life, Natalie had ignored her—until she’d turned eighteen. Then, all of a sudden, Natalie had decided she’d cared. But as far as Isabel was concerned, it didn’t matter how many texts or phone calls Natalie made, or how many random birthday and Christmas gifts she sent. Isabel wasn’t interested in speaking to someone who hadn’t ever given a damn about her. The text had mentioned some sort of belated birthday present coming in the mail soon, and whenever it came, Isabel would tell Danielle to keep it for herself or toss it in the trash. Natalie wasn’t buying Isabel’s affections no matter how hard she tried. 

As Isabel parked the golf cart in the parking lot, she forced herself to shove all thoughts of Natalie aside. She had horses to ride. 

To her relief, she didn’t see Trevor’s truck anywhere in the parking lot. As far as she knew, she and Sara were the only ones riding in the current afternoon set, but sometimes Trevor liked to show up and catch rides here and there if he could. Like he’s hurting for cash, Isabel thought with a shake of her head as she walked into the barn. Neither of them were, quite frankly. Trevor’s parents were plenty well off and didn’t seem to be showing any desire to have him leave home anytime soon, and Isabel’s grandmother, Martha, had set money aside in a trust fund for Isabel shortly after she’d been born. 

When Isabel reached the grooming stalls, she was pleased to find her next horse of the day, a tall Oldenburg mare by the name of Zara, already being tacked up in the cross-ties by River Green’s head groom, Gordon. Zara was usually a pretty easy ride, if a bit of an energy conservationist. But if properly motivated, Zara definitely had plenty of scope and a beautiful ground-covering canter. 

“I’ll have her ready for you in about ten minutes,” Gordon said as he placed a navy blue saddle pad with the River Green logo on the mare’s back. 

“Perfect; thanks,” Isabel replied. “I’m just going to go peek in at Cadence and get my helmet, and then I’ll be right back.”

Gordon grabbed Zara’s saddle, continuing to tack her up, while Isabel wandered off farther down the aisleway. Cadence’s stall wasn’t far from the grooming stalls, and when Isabel reached it, her mare stuck her head over the stall door, greeting Isabel with a low nicker. Isabel smiled as she rubbed the white star on Cadence’s forehead. 

“No treats right now, pretty girl,” Isabel said, “but I’ll bring you some later. I promise.”

Cadence stayed at the door for a few minutes longer, ever hopeful for a treat to appear, before she wandered back over to her hay. Isabel’s shoulders tightened ever so slightly as she watched her. Cadence didn’t look as lame as she had the day before, but hadn’t that been the most confusing part of the whole mess? Sound one day and then lame the next? Isabel scrubbed a hand over her face. Maybe she was just going crazy. 

This is why you’re having Derrick out, she reminded herself. She didn’t doubt the competence of the vet team at Red Hill. They’d taken care of the River Green horses for years, and horses often weren’t very straightforward when it came to not feeling well. But if there was any chance that a fresh pair of eyes might be able to come at things from a different perspective and help solve the problem, that was worth trying. Rodger’s feelings about Derrick aside, they’d both grown up in Culpeper. She admittedly hadn’t ever taken much notice of him, but he’d always seemed to be a decent guy, and his mom, Dr. Molly Thompson, was well thought of in both the local equine and farm communities. 

She’d figure out what was wrong with Cadence, one way or another. Taking a deep breath, she headed off to the tack room to grab her helmet. She had horses to ride. 
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