
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Copyright © 2026 by Arnica Butler 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter one



Gravel crunched under the tires as Phil pulled the car into the parking lot. 

The place had been stunningly refurbished.

The barn that once sagged under peeling paint now stood square and true, its white boards gleaming in the afternoon sun. New fencing marched in straight lines across what Phil remembered as tangled pastures. Someone had poured serious money into this operation.

He stepped out of the car and breathed in the sharp December air. Even the gravel looked fresh, not the pitted mess it had been when he'd driven past last spring.

The barn's interior was dim after the brightness outside. He blinked, letting his eyes adjust. Horse smells hit him. Hay, manure, leather and that particular warmth animals gave off. A figure moved in one of the stalls at the far end.

"Hello?"

The mucking stopped. A black man straightened up from behind a wheelbarrow, setting down his pitchfork with deliberate care. He was tall, well over six feet, with shoulders that filled out his work shirt. The muscles in his forearms stood out as he brushed off his hands.

He walked toward Phil without hurrying. Each step measured. His face gave nothing away.

"Can I help you?" he asked. His words carried the faintest trace of some African accent Phil couldn't quite place.

Phil offered his best friendly-neighbour smile. "Yeah, hi. I'm looking to set up some riding lessons. A Christmas present for my wife."

The man stopped a few feet away. Up close he was even bigger than Phil had first thought. Not fat, solid. The kind of build that came from hard work, not a gym.

"The office is around the corner." He gestured with his chin toward the far side of the barn. "They'll get you sorted."

"Great. Thanks."

The man turned and walked towards the back of the barn without another word.

Phil hesitated, then walked out. The guy probably dealt with random people wandering in all day. Still, something about the way he'd looked at Phil, or rather, the way he hadn't really looked at all, left an odd feeling in his gut.

He followed the barn's exterior wall around to where a smaller building jutted out. A hand-painted sign read "Office" above a green door. Through the window he could see a desk, filing cabinets, a calendar on the wall featuring a chestnut mare mid-jump.

Phil reached for the handle, then paused. The stable hand's face flashed through his mind again. That blank expression. The slow, purposeful walk.

He shook his head. Come on. The guy was just doing his job. Phil was reading into nothing.

The door opened before he could turn the handle. A woman in her forties stepped out, nearly colliding with him.

"Oh! Sorry, didn't see you there."

"My fault. I was just about to knock."

She had red hair pulled back in a ponytail and mud splattered across her boots. "Is there something I can help you with?" she asked.

Phil smiled at her. "Yeah, actually. I was wondering if you do riding lessons here?" he asked.

She tilted her head to one side, looking a little confused. "Uh, riding lessons for…" she asked as her eyes darted down his frame. "Yourself?"

Phil let out a soft chuckle. "Absolutely not," he replied. "For my wife, actually. She used to ride when she was younger."

"Perfect timing. Let me grab the schedule." She held the door open. "Come on in. I'm Susan, I run this place."

Phil followed her inside. The office smelled like coffee and paper. A space heater hummed in the corner.

Susan circled behind the desk and pulled out a binder. "We've got a few instructors. Depends on what level she's at, what she wants to work on."

"She hasn't been on a horse in probably twenty years. And I really have no idea about her ability," he replied.

"No problem. We'll start with basics, see how she feels." Susan flipped through pages covered in handwritten notes and schedules. "When were you thinking of starting?"

"So, it's actually supposed to be a Christmas present. Kind of a surprise, kind of thing," Phil explained.

"Ah!" Susan said. She shut the schedule. "Best thing for you would be our Ride-as-you-go plan. It's a package of ten lessons. She can just call a few days before and we can get her set up with an instructor. The plan never expires so she can take as long as she likes to use up the lessons. How does that sound?"

"That sounds perfect," he replied.

Susan pulled open a drawer and extracted a slim booklet with the farm's logo embossed on the cover. She clicked her pen and looked up.

"What's your wife's name?"

"Lydia."

Susan smiled as she wrote it down in careful script across the top line. "Oh, I love that name. So lyrical."

She filled in the rest of the information, asking Phil for a phone number and email address. Her pen scratched across the paper. When she finished, she swivelled to her computer and tapped at the keyboard. The printer whirred to life and spat out an invoice.

Phil glanced at the total and pulled out his credit card. The price was fair. More than fair, actually, considering how nice the place looked now.

Susan ran the card and handed him the booklet along with a receipt. "She's going to love it."

"I hope so." Phil tucked the booklet into his jacket pocket. "So who bought this place, anyway? Last time I drove past it looked ready to collapse. Now it's gorgeous."

"A gentleman named Obinna Okafor," Susan said. She stood and grabbed her jacket from the back of the chair. "He poured a fortune into renovating everything. New stalls, new arena, the whole works. I used to work here when it was still Lazy Acres. When I saw them doing renovations I showed up and asked if they needed a farm manager."

"Okafor. That's Nigerian, right?" Phil asked.

"Yep. He's somewhere out on the grounds right now, actually." Susan headed for the door. "Would you like to meet him?"

Phil hesitated, then shrugged. "Sure, why not?"

Susan led him back outside and around the far side of the barn. She pointed out the new outdoor arena with its pristine white fencing and freshly harrowed sand. Beyond that sat a smaller building she identified as the tack room.

"We've got twelve horses now," she said as they walked. "Most of them rescues that Obi rehabilitated. He's good with them."

They passed a paddock where three horses stood nose to tail. Susan opened a gate and they cut across toward the main barn.

Susan walked straight down the centre aisle, boots ringing against concrete. She stopped at the same stall where Phil had first seen the man with the wheelbarrow.

"Obi?"

The man straightened up from checking a horse's hoof. He set the hoof down gently and turned.

Phil's stomach dropped.

"This is Phil Ackerman," Susan said. "He just bought a lesson package for his wife. Phil, this is Obinna. He owns Heavenly Hills."

Obinna wiped his hand on his jeans and extended it. "Good to meet you. Again"

Phil shook automatically. Obinna's grip was firm, his palm callused. "You too. I, uh..." Phil cleared his throat. "I'm sorry about earlier I thought you were..."

"The stable hand?" Obinna's expression didn't change. "I get that sometimes."

Heat crept up Phil's neck. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to assume."

"Nothing to apologize for." Obinna released his hand and stepped back. "I was mucking stalls. What else would you have assumed?"

Susan glanced between them. "Obi does everything around here. He doesn't, uh, believe in sitting in an office all day."

"The horses don't care about who you are," Obinna said. He patted the mare's neck. "They care if you show up."

Phil nodded, not trusting himself to say anything that wouldn't make things worse.

He fell into step beside Obinna as Susan waved and headed back toward the office. The afternoon sun slanted low across the paddocks, casting long shadows that stretched between the white fence posts.

Something about walking next to this man felt off-balance. Obinna moved with a kind of deliberate grace that seemed at odds with the rough work clothes and the smell of horse manure clinging to him. Phil had met plenty of wealthy guys, day trading put him in contact with all sorts, but they wore their money differently. Expensive watches, designer suits, that particular smugness that came with seven-figure portfolios.

Obinna wore work boots and had dirt under his fingernails.

Yet the way he carried himself, with an unhurried confidence, spoke of someone who had nothing to prove to anyone. It was magnetic in a way that made Phil's skin prickle.

"So your wife," Obinna said. His voice was low and measured. "She's ridden before?"

"Yeah, when she was younger. She stopped around college when things got busy." Phil shoved his hands in his pockets. "We had kids pretty young, and then her career took off. It's been at least twenty years."

"And now?"

"Now the kids are gone. Off at university. Lydia's got every other weekend free for the first time in, God, decades probably." Phil's car came into view as they stepped out of the barn. "I thought this might be something she'd enjoy getting back into."

Obinna nodded, his gaze fixed on some middle distance. "What sort of woman is she?"

Phil's step faltered. The question hung between them, feeliung a bit too personal for a conversation with a stranger.

"What do you mean?"

"Your wife." Obinna glanced at him. Those dark eyes gave nothing away. "What is she like?"

"She's, uh, she's a heart surgeon." The words came out sounding almost defensive. Phil cleared his throat. "Cardiothoracic. She works crazy hours but she's brilliant at what she does."

"A surgeon." Obinna repeated the word like he was tasting it. "She must be very meticulous."

Phil stopped walking. They'd reached his car but he didn't pull out his keys. "Yeah. Yeah, she is." It was an odd remark but Phil chalked it up to cultural differences.

"Surgeons have to be." Obinna leaned against the fence post, one arm draped over the top rail. The posture was casual but something in his stillness felt calculated. "They control everything. Every incision, every stitch. Lives depend on their precision."

"Uh, yeah, that's Lydia." Phil forced a laugh that sounded a bit hollow. What a weird exchange.

Obinna's expression shifted, just barely. The corner of his mouth lifted. Not quite a smile.

"Interesting."

Phil pulled out his keys. The metal felt cold against his palm. "Well, I should get going. It was nice to meet you. Thanks for, uh, give Susan my thanks for showing me around."

Obinna nodded "Your wife will do well here." He pushed off the fence post. "I'll make sure of it."

Phil nodded and smiled before climbing into the car. He watched Obinna walk off towards the barn, then started the engine. He wondered how the eccentric man had come by his money as he reversed the car and then drove towards the road.

He shrugged off the question and had forgotten about the whole interaction ten minutes later.








  
  
Chapter two



Two months later 

Lydia pulled into a parking spot next to the outdoor arena in her white SUV and put it in park. There were three other cars in the parking lot, all of them high-end models. She let out a sigh as she cast her eyes towards the barn.

She closed her eyes and contemplated driving back home.

Phil, in his usual thoughtful, sweet way, had shocked her with this gift. She hadn't been in a saddle in over twenty years.

Somehow he'd gotten it into his head that she missed riding desperately, which she didn't. His expectant face when she'd opened the envelope with the little booklet had forced her hand.

She'd told him she loved the gift. That she couldn't wait to get back in the saddle and that he was so sweet for thinking of it.

She'd told herself that it wouldn't be too bad. Ten lessons at whatever pace she wanted to set. She'd get them done and over with, hopefully in time to catch a few Saturdays of fire place season in the armchair with the book she'd been meaning to read.

Phil had done this for her, now she was doing this for Phil.

Lydia tugged at the collar of her riding jacket as she stepped out of the SUV. The fitted tan fabric pulled across her chest in a way that hadn't happened two decades ago. Her breasts strained against the buttons, making the front gape slightly no matter how she adjusted it.

The breeches were worse. Beige and unforgiving, they clung to every curve of her hips and thighs. She hadn't had the time to go and shop for new ones, so she'd just squeezed into this old pair. The fabric stretched taut across her backside as she reached back into the car for her helmet.

Her feet already ached in the tall black boots. They'd taken ten minutes to zip up her calves, and the leather pressed against her skin like a vise.

She wished she'd gone and gotten sized and bought a fresh set of gear but that had just seemed like so much hassle.

A truck rumbled past on the road beyond the fence. Lydia caught the driver's head turn. Heat crept up her neck. She'd spent years in scrubs and professional suits, clothing designed to minimize and conceal. Riding gear did the opposite. It drew attention to legs and curves and the lines of her body.

She grabbed her helmet and crossed the lot with quick strides, suddenly aware of how her hips moved in the breeches.

The office sat adjacent to the barn, a small white building with an old wooden sign that read "Lazy Acres." Lydia pushed through the door into a cramped space dominated by a large desk covered in papers and horse magazines.

A middle aged woman, maybe a little younger than Lydia, looked up from a computer screen. "You must be Mrs. Ackerman."

"Lydia, please." She extended her hand.

"Susan." The handshake was brief and professional. Susan's gaze flicked over Lydia's outfit without comment, then returned to her screen. "You're right on time."

A silence stretched out between them. Susan typed something, then clicked her mouse.

"This is a beautiful property," Lydia said. "When was it renovated?"

"Mr. Okafor purchased it about eight years ago." Susan's fingers paused on the keyboard. "He's been working on it gradually since. Started with just the main barn and one pasture. Now we've got forty acres and two arenas."

"That's quite an expansion."

"Mr. Okafor has a passion for rescue horses." Susan's expression softened a fraction. "He travels all over looking for animals that need rehabilitation."

"That's admirable."

"He loves horses!" Susan stood and grabbed a set of keys from a hook on the wall. "Your instructor is Ellen. She's getting your horse ready now."

Lydia followed Susan out of the office and across a concrete walkway to the barn. The smell hit her with a wave of nostalgia. Hay and manure and leather, earthy and warm. Her boots echoed on the concrete aisle that ran between the stalls.

She hadn't exactly been loathing these lessons, but she hadn't been gleefully anticipating them, either. Now that she was in the barn memories drifted through her mind of simpler, happier times.

Maybe getting back in the saddle wasn't going to be so bad after all?

Horses poked their heads over stall doors, ears pricked forward. Some nickered softly.

"Ellen?" Susan called out.

"Back here," a voice answered from somewhere deeper in the barn.

Susan led Lydia past a tack room overflowing with saddles and bridles, past a wash rack with cross-ties hanging from the ceiling. At the far end of the aisle, a woman stood beside a chestnut horse, running a brush over its shoulder in long, smooth strokes.

The woman looked at her and smiled warmly. She stepped towards her and stretched her hand out. "Mrs. Ackerman?"

Lydia returned the smile. "Please, just Lydia." She shook her hand and immediately got a good feeling about Ellen.

Susan nodded to them both. "I'll leave you to it." Her footsteps receded down the aisle, fading into the background murmur of horses shifting in their stalls.

Ellen turned back to the chestnut. "Lydia, meet Butterscotch. He's been with us for about three years now. Mr. Okafor found him at an auction in Pennsylvania."

The horse turned his head toward Lydia, it's dark eyes calm and curious.

She reached out and let him sniff her palm before stroking his neck. His coat was warm under her fingers.

"He's beautiful."

"And patient as a saint." Ellen resumed brushing. "I use him for all my beginner students. He could carry a toddler on his back and never put a foot wrong."

"How long has it been since you rode?" Ellen asked, moving to brush Butterscotch's other side.

"Twenty-three years." Lydia ran her hand down the horse's shoulder. "Not since college. My husband thought it would be a nice Christmas gift."

"Aw, that's sweet of him!" Ellen ducked under Butterscotch's neck and emerged with a saddle pad. "Did you want to come back to it?"

"I honestly hadn't thought about it in years." Lydia stepped back to give Ellen room. "But now that I'm here, it feels good. The barn, the smell, all of it. I'd forgotten how much I liked this."

"Let me grab his saddle. You can help if you'd like."

They worked together in an easy rhythm. Lydia's hands remembered the motions of getting the saddle on. The girth buckles, the way to thread the reins through the bit, the adjustment of the stirrups. Ellen talked her through each step without being condescending.

"Ready to head to the arena?" Ellen gathered the reins and led Butterscotch toward the barn entrance.

Lydia walked beside them. The sand in the indoor arena had been raked smooth. Mirrors lined one wall, reflecting the space back at them. Jump standards and poles sat stacked in a corner.

"Let me get the mounting block." Ellen started toward the far wall.

"I, uh, I think I can manage?" The words came out before Lydia could think them through. A strange ambition had gripped her. As if she suddenly had something prove to this woman.

She took the reins from Ellen and positioned Butterscotch. Her left hand gripped the pommel, her right the cantle. Left foot into the stirrup. She bounced once on her right leg and swung up.

The world shifted. She was higher than everything around her. Butterscotch stood steady beneath her. his breathing was even and calm. The leather creaked as she settled into the saddle. Her thighs gripped his sides, feeling the warmth of him. The power coiled in that massive body felt awesome.

Her hands found the reins and her fingers closed around them in a familiar grip. She could feel his mouth through the bit. It was all starting to come back.

She'd forgotten this. The command of it, the partnership. The way the horse waited for her signal, responsive and ready. Her pulse quickened. A grin spread across her face before she could stop it.

"How does it feel?" Ellen asked from the ground.

"Amazing." Lydia straightened her shoulders. "Absolutely amazing."

Lydia squeezed her calves against Butterscotch's sides. The horse moved forward with a smooth, even gait. She posted in the saddle, rising and falling with his rhythm. Her hips remembered the motion without thought.

"Good," Ellen called. "Nice and easy."

Lydia urged Butterscotch into a trot. The faster pace made her thighs burn, muscles she hadn't used in decades suddenly engaged. But the discomfort faded as her body adjusted. She circled the arena, keeping the horse's head up, his stride consistent.

As she passed Ellen, the instructor clapped her hands together.

"I'm not going to have much work to do here!" Ellen's laughter echoed off the mirrors.

The sound made Lydia laugh too, a genuine burst of joy that surprised her. She pressed her heels down and leaned forward slightly. Butterscotch transitioned into a canter. His powerful hindquarters drove them forward. The three-beat gait rocked her in the saddle, smooth as silk.

She gave him more rein and he surged into a gallop.

Wind whipped past her face. The arena blurred at the edges of her vision. Butterscotch's mane flew back, tickling her hands. His muscles bunched and released beneath her, propelling them both forward.

Every worry about surgeries and schedules and the endless grind of her days dissolved. There was only this. The thunder of hooves, the heat of the horse between her legs, the wild freedom of movement.

She slowed him gradually, bringing him back through the gaits until they stood in front of Ellen. Butterscotch's sides heaved. Lydia's own breathing came fast and hard.

"There's no need for lessons for you." Ellen grinned up at her. "Let me grab my own horse. Why don't we go out for a ride on the grounds instead?"

"Really?" The eagerness in her voice made her feel like a teenager again.

"Absolutely. Give me five minutes."

Lydia dismounted and walked Butterscotch in small circles to cool him down. Her legs trembled slightly as her feet hit the ground. The muscles in her inner thighs already ached in a way she'd forgotten.

Movement in the corner caught her eye.

A black man leaned against the arena wall, arms crossed over his chest. His broad shoulders filled out a white t-shirt that contrasted his dark skin. He stood completely still, watching her.

The intensity of his gaze it made her skin prickle. Most men who stared at her in the hospital did so with either reverence for her position or resentment at her authority. This was neither. This was appraisal. Assessment.

She'd dealt with men her entire career. Surgical residents who thought they knew better. Attending physicians who questioned her judgment in the OR. Hospital administrators who tried to talk over her in meetings. She'd learned early not to look away first.

Lydia led Butterscotch across the arena toward him. Her boots kicked up small clouds of sand. The horse followed placidly behind her.

The man didn't move as she approached. He didn't straighten or uncross his arms. His eyes tracked her progress with an unwavering focus.

She stopped a few feet away and met his stare directly.

"Can I help you with something?" she asked.
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