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      I have a secret.

      

      I’m Kentucky Derby royalty and I am absolutely terrified of horses.

      

      It started after I was bucked off as a teen. I was injured, and when I left the hospital and went back home to my dad’s ranch, I refused to go anywhere near the barns or animals.

      

      Now that his health is deteriorating though, I know it’s time for me to face my fears so I can take over for him.

      

      So, I book myself a private session at a dude ranch where no one has heard of me. I figure it’s time to get back to the basics.

      

      What I don’t count on is my intense attraction for my instructor.

      

      Wyatt Ford is the hottest cowboy that I’ve ever seen and I’ve seen a lot of them. He’s kind and has a real way with the horses.

      

      As the month progresses, he helps me face my fears but when the thirty days are over, I find that I have a new fear.

      

      Living without my patient cowboy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy

      

      I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      Resting my forehead against the cool glass of the plane window, I close my eyes and take a deep breath. My mind has been racing since we took off from Kentucky a few hours ago, and as we’re nearing descent into California, my thoughts are no less settled.

      Three weeks ago, I had a crazy idea to book a month-long stay at a dude ranch out west to help me get over my fears once and for all. Now that I’m almost there, however, I’m starting to have my doubts.

      As the plane hurtles toward the runway, I open my eyes, inhaling sharply when the wheels touch down with a smack. Too late to turn back now.

      See, I have a secret. I’m Kentucky Derby royalty. Between my grandparents and parents, we’ve secured places in the biggest horse race for decades. Sounds great, right?

      It would be, except I’m absolutely petrified of horses. I have been ever since the accident.

      I curl my fingers into fists, slamming my eyes closed against the memory of that day. It happened ten years ago, yet the panic filling my lungs makes it feel like I was just pulled out of the water.

      My muscles jerk at the phantom waves tugging at my limbs, and tears burn my eyes when I hear the faint sound of a horse screaming in torturous pain.

      Stop, I tell myself, concentrating on my breath. I inhale slowly, even though it feels like I’m breathing through a straw. Focusing on the breath, I let it fill my body, forcing the fear back down into the corner of my mind.

      There’s no use getting worked up over anything right now. I should really save my panic attacks for when I’m face to face with horses again. I’ve tried working through the giant knot of fear on my own, but I can’t get past my fight or flight response. Most people would just avoid all things ranch and horse related, but that’s pretty hard to do when I’m surrounded by horses and the constant reminder of how fragile life is.

      I’ve gotten around my fear by just never stepping foot in one of the barns or anywhere near the stables. Of course, my parents knew about my skittishness, but I didn’t want my classmates to know. I didn’t want anyone to know. How stupid is it for me to be afraid of the thing my family has done for decades?

      Avoidance isn’t going to cut it anymore, however. Not when there’s real work to be done and no one left to do it.

      Last year, my mom ran off with one of the hired hands on our ranch, leaving even more work for my poor father. Then, last month, my dad had a heart attack. He’s on the mend, but that doesn’t change the fact that I’ll be taking on more responsibility around the ranch.

      Basically, I really, really need to get over this phobia. Like, yesterday.

      No pressure, or anything.

      A dinging sound brings me back into the present, along with the flight attendant's voice over the speakers, announcing our arrival in California.

      I’ll be spending the next month in sunny Sequoia, California, on the Ford Farm Dude Ranch. I booked the whole place to myself so no one will be there to witness me freak out.

      Why am I the weakest link? It’s not like I’m the only person to have a traumatic accident involving a horse. Apparently, I’m just not strong enough to get over it.

      That ends today.

      Regaining some of my confidence and composure, I brush a few strands of my dark brown hair away from my eyes as I head down the ramp of the plane and into the airport. I keep my head down as I make my way through the terminal, toward baggage claim.

      Leaning against the back wall, I check my phone as I wait for my bag to come out. I have no new messages, and I try to ignore the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. I know my dad is busy on the farm and he’s supposed to be resting more and taking it easy since his heart attack. I understand him not checking in, even if it hurts a little.

      I guess I was hoping one of my friends would have reached out to me. Growing up on a multi-million dollar farm is kind of lonely. All of my friends are kids who went to my fancy private school or kids who live on nearby farms. Everyone back home is obsessed with fashion and having designer brands, but I can’t relate.

      I’d rather have my nose in a book or be curled up in my pajamas watching a movie at home than go out to some fancy party or get my nails done. That made me the odd one out already. Add in that I was always finding new excuses to not be around horses, and my friend group quickly dwindled to almost no one.

      Even the friends I’ve managed to keep aren’t that close. I’m always the third wheel whenever we go out and sometimes, I swear that they’re talking in code. I never get half of their references and since I don’t watch reality tv, I’m not up to date on the gossip they all share.

      Still, I thought maybe someone would text and say they were going to miss me. Is that a horribly bratty thing to want? To be missed?

      Shrugging away that depressing thought, I spot my bag on the luggage carousel and hurry to grab it. It takes me only a few minutes to pick up my rental car, and then I’m making my way out into the sweltering California heat toward the dude ranch.

      Ford Farm Dude Ranch is in Sequoia, California which is about an hour and a half outside of Los Angeles. I stop for food before I turn onto the highway toward Sequoia. I try to think about anything besides horses and where I’m going to be spending the next thirty days while I drive but it’s no use.

      My heart is racing and my hands are beyond clammy as I make the final turn onto the Ford Ranch drive. I pass an old sign with the Ford Farm logo faded. Someone has spray-painted "Stud Farm" over the faded part, and I frown, wondering what that means as I drive past.

      The barns and several houses come into view, and I tighten my hold on the steering wheel, my body tense and ready to turn the car around at the first sign of trouble.

      It takes a considerable amount of effort to reel in the crazy thoughts, but I manage to breathe through them, the way my therapist taught me all those years ago. I haven’t even seen a horse yet. I can’t go getting pre-panic attacks now. That’s just not fair.

      Just as I'm wondering where exactly to go, a pretty red-haired girl appears in front of a sleek Audi parked next to one of the houses. I stop and roll down my window, waving at her.

      She smiles when she spots me and walks closer.

      “Hey, sorry to bother you! I’m trying to find the Ford Farm Dude Ranch. Can you tell me where to go?”

      "Sure thing! You just head down this road a little more and then it's the first left-hand turn that you get to. That will take you to Wyatt's house where he runs the Dude Ranch. He'll get you all set up," she says with a welcoming smile.

      "Thanks! I thought I was lost."

      "No problem. I'm Monty, by the way."

      "Kennedy," I say and she smiles at me.

      “I live here with Griz. He’s one of Wyatt’s brothers. If you ever get bored, you can come hang out with me.”

      "Thanks, I might take you up on that."

      She waves one last time before she turns and heads back to her car, and I start to drive down the dirt road a little bit more.

      I follow her instructions and turn left. There’s only one house down this road, and I park next to a big white truck.

      I climb out of my car and look around. There’s a barn to the left and a few paddocks surrounding the house. A line of smaller cabins borders the woods further back, and I wonder if that’s where I’ll be staying.

      The farm is bigger than I anticipated and there are a lot more horses than I would have liked but I can do this.

      I can do this, I can do this, I can do this, I tell myself as I head up to the front door. I raise a shaking hand to the wood, rapping my knuckles against it with far more courage than I feel.

      The door swings open a second later, and I step back as two big guys come out onto the front porch.

      “Hey, you must be Kennedy,” one of them says. I nod. “I’m Kai, and this is my brother, Remington. We’re Wyatt’s brothers.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I say, shaking Kai’s hand.

      Remington is looking anywhere but at me and I can sense that he's uncomfortable being around someone new.

      I get it. I’m usually the same way.

      “Wyatt is inside washing up but you can wait inside,” Kai tells me. I smile at him.

      “Thanks.”

      “We’ll be around if you need anything,” Kai says as they head down the porch steps.

      I wave back at them before I tentatively step inside the house. It’s cool in here and I wipe my brow before I look around the place.

      It's a neat and kind of cute ranch-style house with an open floor plan. There are a few dishes next to the kitchen sink but other than that, the place is spotless.

      Wyatt must be a neat freak and I start to relax. I’m a total neat freak too so I think we’ll get along just fine.

      I hear footsteps coming from the hallway to the right and I turn around and paste a smile on my face as I get my first look at the man who is going to help me face my fear of horses.

      Holy. Crap.

      Intense, blue eyes latch onto mine, and I swear the whole universe shivers and shakes before righting itself again. When the cowboy tips the corner of his lips up in a grin, my belly flutters and tightens, sending a strange mix of arousal and raw need straight to my core.

      This is the man I’ll be spending the next month with?

      Lord, have mercy.
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      Wyatt

      

      “Shit,” I whisper under my breath when I walk into the living room and see a literal angel standing there.

      I manage to tear my eyes away from her for a split second to look around, wondering if I’m dreaming. How did she get in here? More importantly, how can I keep her here forever?

      Something possessive and wild takes hold of me, wrapping itself around my lungs, tendons, and muscles, tightening until I can barely breathe. My eyes are drawn back to hers, my heart finally settling down when she sways closer to me.

      Is she feeling this too?

      Long, dark hair flows around her shoulders, framing her face perfectly. Deep blue eyes blink up at me, and I fall further under her spell, my feet moving forward almost without my permission.

      “Hi,” the goddess says, giving me a shy smile as she steps forward with her hand outstretched. “I’m Kennedy. You must be Wyatt.”

      “I am,” I say as I slip my hand into hers.

      I meant to shake it. I swear I did, but as soon as we're skin to skin, my brain short circuits, and I end up just holding her hand in mine as I stare at her. Every single thing about her is mesmerizing, from her round, slightly flushed cheeks to her cute little nose. Kennedy licks her bottom lip in a nervous gesture, and my eyes are glued to the motion.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she says, her words barely registering. I can’t focus on anything except the way her lips move. “Your brothers let me in on their way out.”

      “Mind?” I stutter out like an idiot.

      Yeah, like I would ever be mad at them letting my dream girl into my place.

      “I wasn’t sure where to go,” she continues, completely oblivious to the fact that my whole world has rearranged itself to fit her right in the center. “There wasn’t a sign for the dude ranch, so I was worried I was in the wrong place,” she says as she pulls her hand away from mine.

      Reluctantly, I let her go, watching as she looks around my house. I look at her instead. I want to make sure that she likes it here. It will be her home soon enough.

      Warm afternoon sunlight streams through the big bay windows, highlighting the gentle curves of Kennedy’s body. I want to kiss her everywhere the light touches, but I manage to reel in my possessive thoughts. Barely.

      Out of all the Ford brothers, I’m the one who has always had a clear direction in life. I know what I want and I go after it until I have it. One look at Kennedy, and I know she’s going to be my sweetest obsession yet. I’m not stopping until she’s mine in every way imaginable.

      Starting the dude ranch was the same way. My brothers all said that no one would come or that it would be more profitable to just raise and train horses to sell, but that’s not what I wanted.

      I saved up my entire teen years to be able to build the cabins and buy a few more horses. I opened it up three years ago, and business has only continued to grow in that time. I'm booked from March through October every year and I get to have the winter off to rest and analyze the business side of things before it gets busy again.

      “You’re my month-long client,” I blurt out ungracefully when the dots start to connect in my lust-fogged mind.

      “Yeah,” she says, giving me another small smile. Soft pink lips part to show a hint of her teeth, and suddenly, all I can think about is what it would feel like to have her bite me as she cries out in ecstasy.

      Fuck, get it together, I scold myself.

      “Let me show you around the place,” I mumble, already stalking toward the door.

      The goddess follows me out onto the front porch, and I look over at the cabins that are meant to be for my clients. I hate the thought of her staying in them though. It’s too far away.

      I wonder if I could tell her they’re under maintenance right now…

      "This section of the farm right here is all mine," I say, motioning to the barn, the two paddocks, and field that border my house. "My brothers all own the rest of the land and they won't be mad if we go across it so you don't really have to worry about boundaries. I'll be with you too, and I’ll show you around more."

      She nods, looking out at the horses grazing with a pale face. I want to ask her if she’s tired from her trip and wants to lay down for a bit before the tour, but she’s already starting to step off the front porch.
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