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      Keeneston, Four and a Half Years Ago . . .

      

      “Wyatt, it’s your great-grandmother,” his father said over the phone. Marshall Davies’s voice was choked with emotion and that scared Wyatt Davies more than anything.

      Wyatt had blown out a breath and watched it float off in the cold air. He stood up from where he’d been examining a sick cow and turned his back to the farmer. “What is it?” He knew the answer before his father told him. His great-grandmother, Ruth Elizabeth Wyatt, was dying.

      “Get here as fast as you can. She’s asking for you. I’ve tried to call your sister but she’s not answering. I’m going to have to drive into Lexington to see if I can get her as soon as she steps off the plane.”

      Wyatt’s throat closed as he fought back the tears that were pressing against his eyes. Nana Ruth was a legend and the matriarch of their family. When Great-Grandpa Beauford passed away nine years earlier, Nana single-handedly ran the massive thoroughbred farm and managed all of her husband’s financial investments—no small undertaking.

      Wyatt turned to the farmer and dug out the antibiotics from his bag. “She has a urinary tract infection. This will help clear it up. I’m sorry. I have a family emergency so I’ll call you tomorrow to check on her. Here’re the instructions for care,” Wyatt said as if on autopilot. He was a large animal veterinarian in the small town of Keeneston where his mother, Katelyn Davies, was the small animal veterinarian.

      “I’ll be prayin’ for your granny. She’s a force to be reckoned with. If anyone can dictate how she leaves this great world, it’s her.”

      “Thank you,” Wyatt said, his voice slightly strangled as he shook the farmer’s hand and jogged through the pasture toward his pickup truck. He dialed his sister, Sydney Davies, but she didn’t answer.

      As Wyatt sped through the farm and out onto the narrow, winding country road heading to Wyatt Farm, he thought about his Nana. Ruth Woodbury had fallen in love with Beauford Wyatt while Beauford was in college in Georgia. They had enjoyed over sixty-five years of marriage and love between them. And when their daughter abandoned Wyatt’s mother, they hadn’t hesitated to raise Katelyn. They gave her the confidence and support to become a supermodel. And then together, they’d instilled the same confidence in Sydney and Wyatt.

      Memories of walking hand in hand with his Nana Ruth through the barns for her weekly kisses from her little dears came flooding back. His hand in Nana’s as she looked down at him with her big hat, flowing dress, pale-powdered face, and bright red lipstick. She’d stop in front of a stall and the racehorse would lean out to greet her. She’d lean forward and place a bright red kiss on the horse’s nose. “There’s my little dear. Train well this week.”

      And so it went, from horse to horse, until she’d kissed them all.

      “Nana, why do you do that?” Wyatt had asked.

      “Because, my littlest dear, they must always know how much I love them.” Nana would then lean down and place a bright red kiss on his forehead. “And how much I love you.”

      Other memories and life lessons flashed through Wyatt’s mind as he made the final turn toward the farm.

      “A gentleman always assists a lady. Not because they are unable to assist themselves, but as a sign of respect,” she’d told him after he’d gotten in trouble for not helping Sydney with her chores when she was running late one day.

      “Yes, Nana,” he’d mumbled. Then Great-Grandpa strode in and declared it was time to go shooting.

      Once at the back of the farm, he’d handed Wyatt the shotgun and taught him all about being a gentleman, respecting women, and how good manners never go out of style. They were all lessons he’d heard repeatedly from his parents. Somehow it meant more when it came from his great-grandparents. They talked to him differently. They shared life lessons and events to show how those lessons worked in the real world and now he was about to lose his last link to them. Nana was more than a great-grandmother. She was his friend, his confidante, his supporter, and he loved her so very much.

      Wyatt took a deep breath and pushed the button to open the wrought iron gate. Up on the small hilltop sat the large white Federal-style house that had been home to the Wyatt family since 1785.

      Wyatt stared at the house. It had been his home away from home. It was almost magical, the time he spent there. He and his sister had spent hours upon hours running through the house, learning stories of all the artwork and their ancestors, and finding all the best hiding places. Now he was almost afraid to go inside.

      Wyatt pressed on the gas and drove to the house as he took slow, deep breaths in an effort to compose himself. The front door opened as he parked next to his dad’s sheriff cruiser. His dad was wiping his eyes and Wyatt knew this really was it. His nana was going to pass away soon.

      “Wyatt, I’m glad you’re here. I’m going to find Sydney. We don’t have much time, and I don’t want to leave your mother alone. She’s trying to hold it together but not doing well. None of us are.”

      When Wyatt’s dad looked away and swiped at his eyes again, Wyatt felt his throat close. He couldn’t swallow. He was frozen as the pain hit him. His father’s parents, Wyatt’s Grandma and Grandpa Davies, were super close to the family as well. The whole Davies family was. But this wasn’t the first time Wyatt had noticed how close his dad was to his in-laws. The Wyatts had always been open with sharing their feelings and Wyatt knew they were all loved fiercely.

      “Are you okay, Dad?” Wyatt asked finally, forcing himself to walk forward.

      “No, son, I’m not. And I don’t believe I will be for a very long time. Right now Nana Ruth wants her family. If that’s the last thing I can give her, nothing will stop me. Even if I have to divert the whole freaking plane to land at the farm.”

      Wyatt watched his dad flip on the lights atop his cruiser and speed off down the road. Wyatt took another deep breath and walked inside. The house was just the same, but everything felt different. He heard his mother softly crying in the downstairs room they’d converted for Nana, and he felt the pain as his heart broke.

      When Wyatt entered the room, the woman who had seemed larger than life now seemed so small against the mountain of pillows propping her up. One look at her and Wyatt knew. This was the end.

      “Wyatt,” Nana Ruth said softly. She tried to lift her hand and Wyatt rushed forward to take it. “I want to talk to you about the farm.”

      “Now’s not the time, Nana.” Wyatt wanted to talk about how much he loved her. How much she meant to him. How much she’d taught him.

      “If not now, then when? I suppose I could haunt the house. How very southern of me.” Nana Ruth chuckled and then was wracked with coughing. His mother began crying silently again and Wyatt felt like an ass.

      “In two years, the top United Kingdom thoroughbred, Gentleman’s Squire, is coming to Kentucky to stand at stud for one year at Mo’s farm.” Wyatt nodded his head. Mo, or Prince Mohtadi Ali Rahman as everyone outside of Keeneston called him, owned Desert Sun Farm. He had connections all over the world, so it wasn’t surprising the top stud would come for a year.

      “Okay,” Wyatt said gently as he sat down in the seat his mother had just vacated. He glanced to the side to see her slipping out of the room, her hand at her mouth.

      “I’ve had my eye on him since he was a two-year-old. He has the best lines and everything we need to improve ours. When he was just two years old, I paid a bargain-basement price for one future stud fee. I want you to breed him to Beau’s Girl. She’s our best mare and I get the vapors just thinking about what a colt or filly of those two can do. I’m talking potential Derby, Cup, and high stakes winner. That breeding is the future of this farm. Will you promise me it’ll be done?”

      “I promise, Nana.” Wyatt swore to her, to himself, and to his great-grandfather that it would be done.

      Nana reached her hand slowly up to cup his face. Wyatt bent down to make it easier for her as tears filled his eyes. “You’re a remarkable young man, Wyatt. And there’s no one I’d rather have carry on your great-grandfather’s family legacy. I’m leaving you the farm business account, the farm, and the house. I’m leaving you the Wyatt heritage because I know you’ll do us proud. Your sister already has her own future. This is yours. You’ll take Wyatt Farm to levels it’s never seen.”

      Nana dropped her hand, her eyes closed, and Wyatt swallowed back his tears. His mother came into the room with fresh flowers in a vase. They were Nana’s favorite from outside the kitchen.

      “My dearest granddaughter. Thank you.” Nana breathed in as deeply as she could before coughing again.

      Wyatt stood up and his mother sat down. He placed his hand on her shoulder and looked up when he heard the door open. His gaze connected with his father’s and his sister’s. He looked down at his great-grandmother and knew the time had come. Right then and there, he swore he’d do whatever it took to make Wyatt Farm the finest thoroughbred farm in the country.
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      Capitol Park Raceway in Frankfort, Kentucky, present day . . .

      

      Wyatt slammed on his brakes and barely got the truck into park before leaping out. The racetrack was still bustling with the last week of the spring meet. The grandstands were full, the crowd was cheering, and the horses were racing their hearts out. But Wyatt didn’t see any of that.

      He was on the far side of the track in a large gray cinderblock building with a green metal roof and small rectangular windows that housed the track veterinarian. It was never a good thing to have a horse here. If your horse went down on the track, this is where they brought them. And that’s exactly what had happened. It might be sunny and warm outside, but the inside of that building was cold and depressing.

      “Carter,” Wyatt called out to one of his best friends from Keeneston. Carter Ashton and his wife, who happened to be Wyatt’s cousin, Reagan Davies Ashton, had taken over Ashton Farm. Wyatt had been at their farm twenty minutes before applying medicine on a skin infection when Reagan raced into the barn and told him he had to get to the track immediately. “What happened?”

      Carter shook his head. His face was set like stone, but his eyes were lined with red. “I don’t know.” He ran his hand through his brown hair in frustration and agony. “Sampson was a long shot. We had him pegged as coming in eighth or ninth out of a field of ten. He was calm when I handed him over to the jockey and left to go watch the race. But when he was loaded into the gate, he was excited. More than I’ve ever seen him. They actually had a hard time getting him into the starting gate. Then he tore out of the gate as if he were going to set a new world record. He was in the lead when he collapsed on the straightaway.”

      “Where is he?” Wyatt asked as he tightened his grip on his veterinary bag.

      “In here with Arnold.”

      Carter pushed open the metal door leading into the clinic. The sun disappeared and fluorescent lights cast a haunting brightness around. Arnold Cushions, a highly sought-after trainer, stood with his hands on his hips as the track vet examined Sampson.

      “Dr. Davies, I’m not surprised to see you, but you’re not needed. I could have saved you a trip if Mr. Ashton had waited five minutes.” Dr. Kyle Avery, the track veterinarian and Carter’s long-time rival, said as he stood up from where he was examining Sampson. “It’s a broken leg. I’m sorry, Mr. Ashton. There’s nothing we can do.”

      Wyatt saw Carter tense next to him and didn’t wait to hear what Kyle said next. Kyle had been the track vet for two years now and had been in Wyatt’s class at vet school. He’d finished at the bottom of the class while Wyatt had finished at the top. However, once Wyatt put his hands on Sampson, he knew Kyle was right. There was nothing he could do to save him.

      “I’ll put him down. I was with him when he entered the world and I’ll be the one to be with him when he leaves it,” Wyatt said, his voice gruff with emotion. He was a large animal veterinarian. He’d lost patients before. It was part of the job. But that didn’t mean it didn’t affect him. “Can you make it up for me?”

      As soon as Kyle left for the pharmacy down the hall, Wyatt had his bag open.

      “What are you doing?” Arnold asked. Arnold had been around the racing circuit longer than Wyatt had. He was in his early fifties and had come off of having the best season of his career last year. This was his first year with Ashton Farms.

      “Getting blood,” Wyatt said as he quickly found the vein and began filling the three tubes he had with him. “Something isn’t right. Sampson should be screaming in pain, but he’s not. He’s even putting weight on the broken leg.”

      “Could it just be a fracture?” Carter asked hopefully.

      “No. I can see and feel the break. Any other horse would hardly be able to stand.”

      “They’ll do an autopsy, right?” Arnold stated more than asked.

      “I want my own samples.” Wyatt slipped the test tubes back into his bag and withdrew the needle. By the time Kyle was back, there was no evidence of his blood draw.

      Kyle handed the needle to Wyatt. With Carter cradling Sampson’s head, Wyatt took a deep breath to steady his heart and his hand and said goodbye.
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      “I’m broke.” Wyatt exhaled loudly as he sat back in Great-Grandpa Beauford’s coffee-colored leather chair. It had been over four years since Nana Ruth had passed and he’d kept Wyatt Farm and Wyatt Estate going as long as he could. The first three years had been lean but manageable with the money left in the business account, but this past year and a half had been brutal.

      He’d been doing all of the home repairs himself to save money, and now he’d taken to doing most of the mowing himself, too. In another cost-cutting measure, he’d cut down on the number of pastures used and left some of them to grow hay.  Wyatt worked on the house and farm, usually between eleven at night and four in the morning. Between those times, he worked as a large animal vet to make as much money as he could to live week to week with the cost of the farm weighing him down. Sleep wasn’t an action he was familiar with anymore.

      Wyatt had already laid off the trainer, the farm manager, the house cleaning and repair crew, and the landscaping crew. He had one employee, Bud Boggs, a former stable hand now a jack-of-all-trades. The money Wyatt had made from some of the yearlings he’d sold was put aside to pay Bud for the year. Without Bud, the farm would have to close. You just can’t get blood from a turnip. The trouble was, the farm wasn’t a turnip. It had potential. Just as Nana Ruth had thought, the colt from Gentleman Squire and Beau’s Girl was a once in a hundred years horse. Just thinking about his potential gave Wyatt goosebumps.

      He looked over the offer from Mo to buy the colt for three million dollars. He’d be able to fix up the house and hire a skeleton crew for the farm for a couple years. It was a fair price for a two-year-old colt, but it was a charity offer, just like his parents’ offer to give him a loan from the Wyatt Family Investments. Wyatt had said no to both. Nana had trusted him to do this himself, and he wanted to prove he could. Mo’s close friendship with his parents was how Mo knew Wyatt was burning the candle at both ends and how that offer came about. And somehow Wyatt had to convince the trainer coming tomorrow to work for free for one year in return for a percentage of the colt’s earnings.

      The Derby had just run. September marked the beginning of the stakes races needed to qualify for next year’s big race. His colt turned two years old yesterday. Of course, according to the Racing Association, his colt had turned two in January. Every racehorse in the country has the same birthday—January 1st. Meaning, for racing purposes he could race in the Derby next May as a three-year-old even though technically he’d be a week shy of his third birthday.

      Next to the mountain of bills was the racing schedule. Horses had to win a certain number of points to qualify for one of the eighteen spots in the Derby. Those races started in the fall, including three races at the Distillers’ Three Day Event held in September at Capitol Park in Frankfort, Kentucky. From there they’d travel to Keeneland in Lexington, Churchill Downs in Louisville, and across the country trying to qualify for the Derby. And all of that cost money—lots of it.

      Wyatt pushed aside the stack of bills to stare at the toxicology report from Sampson. Nothing. Even the specialized test for frog juice, which was what Wyatt had thought Sampson had been given illegally, came back clean. Frog juice was the slime from the skin of some South American frogs. The slime contained dermorphin that numbs pain and excites a horse. From Sampson’s behavior, Wyatt thought for sure that was what caused the accident. Instead the toxicology reports were clean, both his private one and the autopsy. Sampson’s death was an accident.

      Wyatt blew out a breath and looked around his great-grandfather’s old office. Wyatt had made little changes here and there, but looking at the old paintings and his nana’s framed needlepoint work made him feel as if they were still with him. Which reminded him . . .

      Wyatt pulled out the center drawer of the desk. There were two tubes of bright red lipstick rolling around. One was almost gone. His nana had given them to him when she had died and made him promise to find a woman who would kiss her little dears for her. He hadn’t found that woman and the horses had actually grown distressed when the weekly tradition ended, so Wyatt had been left with no other option.

      He pulled out the tube that was almost done and stood up. He walked around the large mahogany desk and stopped in front of the antique mirror. He pulled the top off the lipstick and with closed his eyes briefly before applying it to his lips. Wyatt capped the tube and put it into his pocket.

      Wyatt walked from the house with his bright red lips. It was embarrassing but at the same time it was something he could do to keep his nana’s tradition alive. At least no one would see him. It was late now, almost eight at night, and Bud had left for the day.

      The May sun was slowly beginning to set. It cast a warm orange glow across the pastures. It even made the fence that needed repair look quaint. He smiled at the newest two-month-old filly nursing as she and her mother stood in one of the pastures. The mare saw Wyatt and tossed her head back before trotting to him. She was a sweetheart who liked to smile. She nickered and pulled her lip back as she waited for her kiss.

      Wyatt scratched behind her ear and leaned forward. He planted a big kiss on her nose, leaving behind a red imprint of his lips. And so it went as he passed each pasture. He had to reapply the lipstick when he hit the barn and as much as he felt the fool for doing this, the second the horses heard the barn door slide the rest of the way open, they all had their heads out waiting for their kiss.

      Wyatt smiled and laughed as the big stallion nuzzled his neck before getting his kiss. “How are my little dears?” Wyatt asked as the stallion shook his head in pure happiness.

      

      Camila Callahan was jet lagged, exhausted, and pissed off. Dr. Wyatt Davies was supposed to have picked her up at the airport two hours ago. He was to take her to Keeneston so she could see the farm, examine the horse he wanted trained, and then, hopefully, he’d offer her the job of farm manager and head trainer. It wasn’t a good sign when he didn’t show to pick her up. She knew she had an uphill battle proving herself as a woman in the racing world. Even her own father didn’t think she could do it.

      Her father was Sean Callahan, one of the United Kingdom’s most sought-after horse trainers. And it wasn’t as if he thought women couldn’t do the job. After all, he’d met her mother, Triana, in Spain at the famed Carreras de Caballos de Sanlúcar in Andalusia. The event was the oldest beach horse race in the world. Camila’s grandfather had been a trainer in Spain and had horses win the big beach race. It was one of the things her father loved about her mother—her knowledge of horses and training. But for some reason, he didn’t love it about Camila. Well, he did. He just didn’t think she had what it took to do more than be his assistant.

      Camila had a wealth of information in her head and a lifetime of experience. She’d grown up on her father’s shoulders at every barn and track all over Europe. She was ready to see what she could do with the freedom to make the decisions for herself. She was ready to manage a farm. She was ready to train a champion. Too bad it appeared Dr. Davies wasn’t going to give her a chance.

      “Taxi!”

      Camila waved down what appeared to be one of the few cabs in Lexington down and gave him the address of the farm. Well, she wasn’t going to give up now. She was going to hunt Dr. Davies down and demand he give her the job. She was going to prove she had what it took to not only play with the big boys but to beat their arses.

      

      Camila looked out of the window as the taxi drove through the small town of Keeneston. Flowers were overflowing from whiskey . . . no, these were bourbon barrels. They lined quaint Main Street as she passed the busy Blossom Café. Camila’s stomach rumbled from the smell of food. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten, and the smells coming from the café had her mouth watering.

      She pulled away from the window when people turned and stared at the taxi driving through town. As she looked around, Camila saw there wasn’t another taxi in the whole town. “How much farther is it?”

      “Ten minutes, ma’am,” the driver answered as Camila’s head quickly jerked to her left when she saw fancy hats lining a large window display at Southern Charms. She might want to compete in the man’s world, but Camila wanted to look like a lady when she did it. And those hats had her picturing herself dressed to the nines in the winner’s circle.

      The town was quickly left behind as narrow country roads lined with four board plank fences, trees, cows, crops, and horses took over. Camila was trying to play it cool, but in her head as she watched the beautiful scenery, she was practicing her speech to Dr. Davies. She believed she was a strong woman with more knowledge about racing than anyone besides her father. She was a hard worker who would work nonstop to produce a champion.

      “We’re here,” the driver said as he pulled up to a wrought-iron gate. To the side of the gate were two large stone pillars engraved with a plaque that read Wyatt Farm, Est. 1785.

      “Can you ring the house?” Camila asked.

      The driver leaned over and began pressing buttons. “Sorry, ma’am. It doesn’t look like anyone is home.”

      Camila was already pulling out the American cash she’d gotten at an ATM at the airport in New York. “Here you go. I can walk from here.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t feel right leaving a young lady out here at night.”

      “I’m sure. Dr. Davies is expecting me. He must have been called away on a medical emergency. I’ll just wait up at the house for him.”

      “Let me help you get the bags,” the driver offered as he got out the cab.

      Camila stretched her legs and looked down the long drive as the warmth of the setting sun made everything glow. This was going to be her new home if only she could convince Dr. Davies to give her a shot.

      “Thank you,” she said to the driver, who was setting her bags on the other side of the gray stone fence that lined the road front. She waved to him as he backed out of the driveway and headed back to Lexington.

      Turning, Camila smiled as she ran her hand over the stone walls. They were a sign. Walls like this were made by laying flat limestone rocks on top of each other with no mortar before lining the top with vertically placed thinner rocks, giving the wall a decorative topper. They warmed her Irish heart as they were a symbol of Irish stonemasons and had probably been there since 1785. Carefully testing the rocks to make sure she wouldn’t damage them, she hopped over into Wyatt Farm and, hopefully, the start of her new life.
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      Camila looked all around her as she set her bags down in the driveway of an old estate house that looked straight out of a historic movie. Flowers were in full bloom, although so were the weeds. The white house looked imposing, even if it needed some paint here and there. “You got this, Camila.”

      Camila raised her hand and rang the doorbell. Nothing. She tightened her hand into a fist and knocked. Nothing. The sound of nickering drew her attention, and she smiled as a new baby trotted around the mother. Well, if she were left waiting she might as well look around.

      “You poor wee thing!” Camila gasped as she saw the baby was bleeding. Camila hurried forward and surprisingly, neither the mother nor the baby were skittish at all. They both came right up to the fence.

      Camila looked between them and saw the bright red on their noses, but when the mare shoved her nose against Camila’s shoulder, it wasn’t blood that rubbed off, but lipstick. She leaned closer to the baby and saw the perfect imprint of lips on the baby’s nose. “Aren’t you a sweetheart?” she cooed as the baby nuzzled her.

      To Camila’s left there appeared to be hay growing, and to her right there was a paved road. In the distance, she could see some barns. They drew her in like a homing beacon, and she turned and practically bounced toward them.

      As she grew closer to the first barn, she saw that while the farm needed a little love, the horses were well taken care of. They were all healthy, their coats shining, and they all had the mysterious red mark on their noses. “You must be the mums,” she said gently as she made her way through the barn. Each horse stuck its head out to give her a nuzzle and each had the identical red kiss mark.

      The next barn was a hike to get to but she clearly saw the sign that read Stallion Barn out front. The door was open and when she entered, she saw someone at the end of the barn. The worker was in jeans and a polo shirt. Camila blinked as he stood up and moved to the next horse. He was towering when he stood straight. Camila was a wee little thing at five feet three inches, and the man looked to be a foot taller. And his shoulders . . . phew, the man had hefted a lot of hay to have shoulders so wide and toned. Not to mention the way his bum filled out those jeans.

      Camila shook her head. She wasn’t here to have an affair with the barn crew. She was here to be their boss. She walked forward with determination and complete professionalism as the man bent and kissed the horse. That was so sweet. It was good for a farm worker to love horses. It was part of his job.

      “Excuse me, I’m looking for Wyatt Davies.”

      Camila stopped near the man who suddenly straightened and instead of turning toward her kept his back to her.

      “My name is Camila Callahan. I have a meeting with Dr. Davies.” Camila grew irritated when the man didn’t turn around. She felt her temper rise and finally snap. “Good manners dictate you should look at a person talking to you or do you not have any?”

      The man slowly turned toward her. The first thing she saw were his hazel eyes. The second was the bright red lips.

      

      Wyatt wanted to die on the spot. He didn’t know Camila Callahan, but he’d known who she was as soon as he heard the irritation in her soft Irish accent. He lifted his hand to his lips and wiped at the lipstick. Although his hand turned bright red, he was afraid he’d just smudged it around instead of wiping it off.

      His shoulders sagged and he gave up. Wyatt turned and saw that Camila was petite in height, but that’s where it ended. Her legs were shapely from riding and that shapeliness continued up to the small curve of her hips, her flat stomach, and lean arms. When Wyatt finally looked up at her face, he saw the sprinkling of freckles over the bridge of her nose and her widened, misty-blue eyes as they zeroed in on his lips.

      “Hi. I’m Wyatt. I wasn’t expecting you until Wednesday.” Wyatt smiled and held out his hand, completely ignoring the fact that he was wearing lipstick.

      Camila slowly extended her hand. “Camila Callahan, and it is Wednesday.”

      Wyatt shook her hand and felt like a jerk. “I am so sorry. I should have been at the airport to pick you up. Please forgive me.”

      “Of course. I’m sure you got held up . . . kissing the horses.”

      Wyatt cringed at the not-so-subtle rebuke. She was irritated with him, and he didn’t blame her. “I’m not sleeping much because I’ve been working nonstop. I feel so stupid for getting the days mixed up. Please forgive me.”

      Camila paused and looked him over. He felt as if she were trying to decide if he was worth it or just a waste of her time. “Are you still interesting in interviewing me?”

      “I am. We can head back to the house now. Along the way, I’ll tell you about the farm and show you the colt that will be your primary concern.”

      “I’d like to see him. Is he outside?” Camila asked.

      “Yes. This is the stallion barn. We have Breeders Stakes winners and a Distiller’s winner,” Wyatt told her as he slipped into tour guide mode.

      “Are they at stud?”

      “Yes, I’m at stud.” Damn. He needed more sleep. Wyatt cleared his throat. “Yes, they are at stud, but I have to admit I haven’t been actively campaigning them.” Wyatt took a breath and then launching into the farm’s history. “The farm started in 1785 with my many times great-grandfather and has been in the family ever since. In fact, a lot of the foundation stock came from the United Kingdom. It was why my great-grandmother Ruth was so set on breeding our mare to Gentleman’s Squire.”

      “I know Gentleman’s Squire. My father trained him. I’ve seen him since he was a newborn,” Camila said, her soft accent seemed to float on the nighttime breeze.

      “And what do you think of him?” Wyatt asked as he led her to the pasture holding the colt.

      “I think he has speed but needs strength and a little bit of length.”

      Wyatt nodded. While he knew horses, these past four years he’d had a major crash course in them; what he knew was anatomy. It was a delicate balance between strength and bulk, speed and size. “I agree. He was bred to Beau’s Girl.”

      “She was named after your great-grandmother?” Camila asked.

      “Yes. My great-grandfather Beauford named her that. My great-grandmother went on to run the farm for nine years until she passed away. She’s the reason I have on the lipstick. It had been her tradition to kiss every horse on the nose since she married my great-grandfather almost seventy years ago. On her deathbed, she left me three tubes of her lipstick. I thought I’d keep them as a keepsake, but the horses actually got depressed when they didn’t get their kisses. I don’t normally wear it,” he joked.

      “It isn’t your color. You’re more of a pink.” Camila grinned and Wyatt felt as if the meeting had finally taken a turn for the better.

      “Here is Beau’s Girl,” Wyatt pointed out. Wyatt let out a whistle and Beau’s Girl lifted her head from where she was eating the lush grass and looked back to him. As soon as she saw him, she nickered and trotted toward them. He heard Camila suck in air.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think I need to see her son. She has the strength and the length Squire lacks.” Beau’s Girl leaned over the fence and Wyatt kissed her nose. He gave her a pat on the neck and she raced off at a gallop to show off for Camila. “Okay. I’m excited. Show me her son.”

      “Right this way,” Wyatt said as they continued down the path that led toward the back of the house. He liked to keep his little boy close to home. “The house . . .”

      “Yes, the house is lovely. Tell me about the horse.”

      Wyatt smiled. Camila was horse crazy and hopefully crazy enough to take her job on contingency. “He’s wild. Sweet, but wild. And headstrong.”

      “So am I. We’ll get along great.” Camila paused and then added, “If you hire me. Who else are you interviewing?”

      Wyatt tried not to clear his throat as he delayed. He’d interviewed all the top trainers. But as soon as he told them there wouldn’t be a salary, they hadn’t even bothered to meet, let alone see, the colt.

      “About that. I’m a veterinarian.”

      “Yes, I read that,” Camila said as she walked beside him. Her head barely reached his chest, but he still didn’t get the impression she was small. Instead, he got the impression she was fierce. Fiercely determined.

      “I normally don’t like talking about this, but I’m broke.”

      

      Camila stopped walking as she turned and looked up at him in shock. “You’re broke?”

      Wyatt nodded. “I’ve been doing as much as I can myself. I have one farm worker, Bud, who helps me as much as he can. Now, with the sale of my yearlings and some of the stud fees, I can afford to pay you a little.”

      “How little?” Camila felt frozen to the spot. She’d just spent her savings to come to America only to find it all for nothing.

      “Five hundred a month, but you’ll get a larger percentage of winnings,” Wyatt rushed to add.

      “Five hundred a month. That won’t even cover the day charge.”

      “I’ll provide room, board, and cover what expenses I can.”

      Camila wanted to yell. She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. This was her dream, and she wasn’t going to make enough to live on. Wyatt turned to the pasture ahead of them and whistled. In the distance, Camila heard a horse reply. Not knowing what she could say to Wyatt besides, “thanks, but no thanks,” she stepped up to the fence where Wyatt stood.

      In the distance, she saw a large red colt with a white nose toss his head. Wyatt whistled again and the colt reared back before charging straight at them. It felt as if the whole world stopped. Camila’s heart sure did. His long legs ate up the ground as he galloped forward. At the last moment, he began to turn as he ran a large circle around the pasture. From every angle, this colt was perfection. He was muscled, he had strong bones, perfect structure, the perfect length, and he wasn’t overly bulky. He was simply the perfect combination for strength and speed. Her body tingled and the hair at the back of her neck stood up as a shiver ran down her spine.

      Wyatt whistled one more time and the colt slowed to a trot, stuck his head over the fence, and received a kiss from Wyatt. “Camila, meet Ruth’s Gentleman.”

      Camila held out her hand for Ruth’s Gentleman to smell. “Hello, Gent. I’m your new trainer.”
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      “You’ll train him?” Wyatt asked with disbelief.

      “I’d be crazy not to. He’s a once in a lifetime horse.”

      Wyatt nodded. “I feel the same way. My great-grandmother did, too. As soon as she saw Squire run, she knew this colt would bring Wyatt Farm back on the map.”

      “The center of the map,” Camila said before laughing as Gent tossed his head back and pranced around showing off for her.

      “He likes you. He doesn’t normally like people except for me.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Relieved,” Wyatt admitted.

      “I want more than the standard ten percent commission.”

      “Fifteen percent and you can start tomorrow morning.” Wyatt held his breath as he watched Camila watching Gent.

      She turned toward him and held out her hand. “Deal.”

      Wyatt shook her hand and felt like letting out a whoop of joy. He had a trainer. There was hope for Wyatt Farm. He just had to find a way to pay for the race entries and then he might be able to see the light at the end of the tunnel.

      “Where is my place?” Camila asked. “I left my bags at the main house and I’d like to get settled.”

      Wyatt swallowed again. He’d never thought about this aspect of hiring a female trainer before, so room and board hadn’t really been on his radar. “The main house. You have most of the upstairs to yourself. There’s plenty of space, and you’ll have all the privacy you’ll need.”

      “You want me to live there? With you?” Wyatt heard the hesitation in Camila’s voice. He’d love to have her in one of the smaller houses on the grounds, but he’d rented the two of them out for income. One was rented to his cousin Jace who was in medical school and seemed to live vampire hours. Wyatt only saw Jace at three in the morning or sometimes leaving for Lexington a couple hours later. The second house was rented to two of the trainee firemen. They kept to themselves and were usually at the building site of the new fire station or at the café eating. They ate a lot.

      “Not with me in a romantic way,” Wyatt started but then wanted to smack his head. His manners had flown out the window. “Not that any man wouldn’t be lucky to do so. I respect what you want to prove, Miss Callahan. I won’t get in your way by muddying the waters. I promise you, we will have a completely professional relationship.”

      “I like to sleep naked. Can you handle that?” By the way Camila cocked her head he knew she was testing him. Too bad his other head didn’t know that.

      Wyatt crossed his hands over his growing erection and tried to smile innocently. “I do, too, so now we both know not to enter each other’s rooms without knocking. I’m hardly ever home. I’m sure it won’t be an issue.”

      Camila blushed slightly as he saw the wheels in her mind turning. “So, I’ll have complete control over training Gent and running the farm?”

      “Training Gent, yes. I’ll only step in if I feel he’s being pushed too hard or gets sick or injured.”

      Camila looked offended as her eyes went wide. “I would never push a horse to the point of injury. That’s not my style of training, Dr. Davies.”

      Wyatt smiled reassuringly at her. “I didn’t say it was. But, as for the managing of the farm, I’d like to have morning meetings. I’m not ready to turn over full control. This is my family farm, after all, and I need to know everything going on.”

      “That’s fair. I’ll need to have a look at the books and have you show me around tomorrow. I need to know everything.”

      “I agree,” Wyatt said with relief. This just might work. “Shall we head to the house? I’ll show you around and then . . .” Wyatt’s phone went off and he looked down at it and sighed. “Well, I’ll show you around quickly. I’m sorry I can’t offer to make you dinner, but I’m needed at my uncle’s farm.”

      Wyatt wanted to curse. He felt horrible leaving Camila before she was able to settle in. His twin cousins, Porter and Parker, had a rodeo horse about to give birth, so there was no way he could miss it.

      “Family business or veterinary business?” Camila asked as they turned up the lane leading to the house.

      “Both. My younger cousins are rodeo riders. They’ve started a small stable of rodeo horses and one of the mares is in labor.”

      “Need any help?”

      “Aren’t you jet lagged?” Wyatt asked as he picked up two of her bags and opened the front door.

      “Hunger is overriding jet lag and if we can get this foal delivered, maybe you can get me some food.”

      “I have some here—” he started but Camila was already shaking her head.

      “I don’t cook and a sandwich isn’t going to cut it. I’m starving. I’d kill for some fish and chips or a beef and porter pie.”

      “No fish and chips, but I know the perfect place to take you. I’ll show you around town. Everything except the café is closed. At least you’ll be able to know how to get there. Tomorrow I’ll get you a car of your own.”

      “Great,” Camila said with a smile.

      Wyatt smiled back. They were going to work well together. He just knew it.

      

      “Hello.” One of the twins smiled as the other winked at her. They were both tall and built just like rodeo stars—strong shoulders, thick legs, and ripped abs. They both looked at her with identical smiles, hazel eyes, and unbuttoned flannel shirts over worn jeans.

      “Porter, Parker, this is my new farm manager and horse trainer, Camila Callahan. Camila, these two troublemakers are my little cousins,” Wyatt introduced as he pulled on medical gloves.

      “We’re only five years younger than you, Wy. You’re just an old man at heart. Some women like adventurous bad boys. Do you, Camila?”

      “That one’s Parker,” Wyatt said without even looking up. He was already examining the mare that was in full labor.

      Camila shook her head at the one with dark brown hair and deep red highlights. So, he was Parker, which meant the one with the dark brown hair and blond highlights was Porter. “How old are you two?”

      “Twenty-four,” they both answered.

      So, that made Wyatt twenty-nine. He was old at heart, but that wasn’t a bad thing. Wyatt had been weighed down by responsibility and obligation since his great-grandmother passed away, and Camila doubted he’d ever been the carefree bronco-busting sort. There was something about Wyatt that made her know he would be the calm to her storm. He might be old at heart, but that was the only thing old about Wyatt Davies. His strong and silent looks and attitude told her he’d have her back when she needed it. And being a woman going into the boys’ club of training, she’d definitely need it. They were going to work really well together. She had a good feeling about it.

      “Would you like to go to a rodeo sometime?” Parker asked.

      “I don’t think I’ll have much time, but I’m pretty good at training horses if you ever need help.” The twins were only three years younger than she was, but they seemed a lifetime younger. Just because she wouldn’t date them didn’t mean she didn’t want to be friends. She was comfortable around guys, more so than with other women. Guys made up ninety-nine percent of the population in the majority of the barns she’d grown up in. Shoot, her dad’s assistant trainer had been the one to take her to get supplies when she’d gotten her period, and it was a group of jockeys who explained the birds and bees. Porter and Parker reminded her of them, and she instantly fell into easy conversation with them.

      

      “What a handsome lad,” Camila said as she watched the newborn struggle to his feet and begin to nurse.

      The brothers shook Wyatt’s hand and slapped him on the back. It was clear the twins didn’t see how exhausted Wyatt was. Camila breathed deeply as she realized what she was feeling—protective. She wanted to protect Wyatt. It was clear the twins didn’t see the tiredness in his eyes or the way his shoulders hunched with the weight of the farm on them. But, he wasn’t alone anymore. She’d help him, and together they’d build an iconic racing stable.

      “If we hurry, we can make it to the café before they close,” Wyatt said as he walked from the stall.

      “Camila!” Porter called out. “Don’t forget to stop by anytime to ride. We’d love to have you.”

      “Thanks! I will.” Camila turned back to Wyatt as they walked from the barn. “Dinner sounds great. Is there anything I can do to help you tonight?”

      “Just get a good night’s sleep. I have patients starting at seven in the morning. Can we meet at five-thirty?”

      Wyatt tossed his bag into the back of his truck and opened the door for her. “Sounds good. And you can even brief me over dinner. That way I’ll take up less of your time and get straight to work in the morning.”

      Wyatt looked relieved as he closed the door. When he got in and started his truck, he began to tell her about Keeneston and the people in it. “There are a lot of farmworkers you’ll see around town. They’re kind of like fraternities. They all wear their farm shirts and stick together,” Wyatt said with a smile. “Sorry, you’ll be a party of two. Bud is a good guy. He’s my age. We actually both turn thirty soon. He comes from a long line of farmers but he decided he liked horse farms better than growing vegetables. He’s been with me for four years and has been a lifesaver. I’ve had to let everyone else go over the past year and a half.”

      “There’s a lot of money in Keeneston,” Camila said. She’d read all about the town and researched all the farms before she’d even called Dr. Davies. “Can’t you sell some of it to them? Ashton Farm and Desert Sun Farm certainly have the money.”

      “I could. My parents have the money to help me. My mother is Katelyn Jacks Davies. My grandfather is hotelier Jack Jacks. Then my sister is Sydney . . .”

      “Of Syd, Inc.?” Camila felt her mouth drop. His mother and sister were famous models. Then, after retiring and getting married, Sydney had started a fashion empire of her own. “Why not borrow money from them?”

      “No one seems to understand, but my Nana Ruth left this job to me and I want to be the one to do it. If it gets bad enough that the farm is ever in real danger, I will ask for help, Camila.” When Wyatt said her name, her breath caught. It sounded completely different when he said it in his slow southern accent. “No one really knows the trouble I’m in. I know it’s asking a lot, but I’d like to try to handle this on my own for as long as I can.”

      “I understand.” Camila looked out as they approached downtown. “Is this the whole town?”

      Wyatt seemed to relax as he drove down the street. “This is it. We’re a small town so there’s only one place to eat, but it’s the best. Three ancient sisters, Lily Rae, Violet Fae, and Daisy Mae, own the Blossom Café. They’ve recruited their much younger distant cousins, Poppy and Zinnia, to take over not only the café but also the bed and breakfast they own.”

      “It smells so good.” Camila’s stomach rumbled as she smelled the scent of flavorful food on the night air.

      Wyatt pulled up to the curb on the opposite side of the street and parked. Camila looked inside and saw that only a few tables had people still seated at them. “What time do they close?”

      “Usually nine, but during the summer with the longer hours of light they stay open until ten.”

      Camila looked at the clock. It was two minutes until ten. They’d never get dinner now.

      “Come on. I see my cousins. I’ll introduce you to them.”

      “More cousins? How many cousins do you have?” Camila asked as Wyatt led her across the street. Wyatt just laughed in response to her question. She didn’t know why that was so funny, but she was too hungry to care.
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      Wyatt opened the screen door of the café and walked inside. The table full of Davies cousins looked up and called out their greetings before their eyes all went to Camila. The Blossom Café was the hub of socializing and also betting. And he needed to nip this in the bud before bets were placed on him and Camila being a couple.

      “Hey, y’all. This is Camila Callahan. I just hired her to manage the farm and train my horses. Camila, these are some of my cousins. Cassidy was the youngest until her mom got pregnant again with little Cricket, much to her surprise.”

      “It’s so nice to welcome you to Keeneston!” Cassidy said happily.

      Wyatt mouthed a thank-you to Cassidy as she got up and hugged Camila. Cassidy was all blonde curls and smiles. “When do you leave for Bermalia?” Wyatt asked. He was sure he’d gotten texts about a going away party, but he couldn’t remember for the life of him when it was.

      “Two weeks.” Cassidy turned to Camila and smiled her classic girl next door smile. “I got an internship with King Draven of Bermalia as an interpreter.”

      “Wow,” Camila said, clearly impressed. “Is that what you do for a living?”

      “Maybe,” Cassidy said with a shrug of her shoulders. “I have a thing for languages, but I’m not sure if it’s what I want to do for a living yet. So, what better way to find out than to try it for three months?”

      “And this is my cousin Jace. He’s one of Cassidy’s brothers. He’s in med school and is staying at one of the rentals at the farm.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Jace said with a very tired look on his face. His light brown hair was disheveled and his Davies hazel eyes that almost all the cousins inherited from Grandpa Jake had dark smudges under them. “Glad to have you at the farm with us.”

      Colton stood up and held out his chair. When he’d started at the fire academy, he’d cut off his golden brown hair, and it now appeared dark brown. “I’m Colton Davies and this is my brother, Landon. Make sure Wyatt gives you my cell phone number. As of right now, my small team and I are training to become firefighters and emergency responders. If anything happens at the farm, it’s faster to just call me. I’m heading out, so please, take my seat.”

      “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “And I’m Landon. Welcome.” Landon and Colton were a year apart but looked very similar. They were both the same height and build, but the most noticeable difference was that Landon’s hazel eyes were much greener. And while Landon had been a hellion as a teenager, he’d calmed significantly in recent years. “I’m glad I ran into you,” Landon said to Wyatt.

      “What’s up?” he asked as Colton scooted in Camila’s chair for her.

      “I know my parents think I’ll be going into some kind of service—DEA or military—but I found what I really love and Miss Violet, Anton, Poppy, and Zinnia are going to help me.”

      Wyatt lifted an eyebrow encouraging him to continue. Miss Violet had been the cook at the café for decades. Then almost ten years ago she’d married Anton, the French chef at Mo and Dani’s Desert Sun Farm. They’d both retired since. Poppy and Zinnia took over cooking duties for the family businesses.

      “I’ve quietly enrolled in culinary school. I really want to start an upscale southern-cuisine restaurant. I need an internship and they’re letting me work here and even will let me do my own recipes. They agreed to teach me all they know.”

      “That’s great. I’m glad you found your passion, Landon,” Wyatt said, smiling at his cousin.

      “And I’m glad for the summer help,” Poppy said as she joined the table. “Do you want your usual?” she asked Wyatt.

      “You know me. I like what I like.”

      “You’re boring,” Cassidy teased. Normally it wouldn’t bother him, but in a few short hours he’d been called an old man and boring. Was he really?

      “What can I get you, hon?” Poppy asked.

      “I’m craving fish and chips,” Camila responded.

      “We don’t have the kind you’re used to, but I know just the thing for ya. Welcome to Keeneston. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Wyatt watched her walk to the window that divided the kitchen from the seating and talk to her sister, Zinnia. She nodded and then turned back to the patrons. “Y’all, this is Camila Callahan. She’s a trainer at Wyatt’s farm. Nothing else.” The remaining patrons of the café groaned and went back to eating while Camila looked completely confused.

      “We might gamble a wee bit,” Cassidy said, instantly picking up on Camila’s accent.

      Camila grinned. “You’re good. And gamble on what?”

      “Your love life. Be prepared,” Jace laughed.

      “Or lack thereof,” Landon said with a sigh. “Do you know the Rose sisters asked me if I thought one of the male firefighters was sexy? I think I’ve gone so long without a date that they’re hedging their bets.”

      Wyatt tried not to laugh and had to purse his lips until it hit him he wasn’t too far from that status either. It had been over a year since he’d had a relationship of any kind. And that one only lasted a month. He’d just been too busy to fit in dating.

      “I know this great English trainer if you decide to switch teams. I mean, you’re a catch for a man or a woman. You’re handsome and most importantly you cook. If you do laundry, I’ll marry you myself,” Camila said as she picked up the glass of tea Poppy put down. Poppy snorted and hurried away. Cassidy just laughed out loud.

      Jace shook his head. “Well, we know you’ll fit in just fine. I’m exhausted. I’ll see y’all later.”

      Wyatt took Jace’s seat and the four of them fell into easy conversation. In the back of his mind it nagged at him that Camila might want to flirt with one of his cousins, but he shoved it aside. It wasn’t as if he could tell her what to do in her personal life. Especially when his was such a disaster.
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      Wyatt stuffed the last of his medical supplies into his bag. He’d been up for hours, and it was only six-thirty. His first client at the veterinary clinic was scheduled in an hour. Today would be a long day, but it was all surgery at the clinic. He wouldn’t be driving around Keeneston and Lexington to attend to animals at the farms.

      This morning had gone well. Camila hadn’t been too jet lagged and had asked wonderful questions about the farm and the day-to-day running of it. It was clear that while she hadn’t officially done the job before, she was an expert. After their meeting, he felt confident in her ability not only to get the job done, but to do it well.

      Wyatt was about to leave his home office when the doorbell rang. This time of day it was usually Bud with a question. Hopefully, it wasn’t Camila. They’d just finished up. Surely she didn’t require handholding? So it was a surprise when he opened the door and found his grandfather, Jake Davies, standing in jeans that were probably older than Wyatt and leaning on his cane.

      Grandpa and Grandma Davies owned the farm directly behind Wyatt Farm. Marshall, Wyatt’s dad, occasionally helped out at the Davies family farm now that he had retired from being sheriff. “Grandpa, I didn’t expect to see you here. What’s going on?”

      Wyatt held open the door for his grandfather as he slowly made his way inside. “Let’s go to your great-grandfather’s study. We have business to discuss.”

      Wyatt knew better than to remind Grandpa Jake that it was his office now. His grandparents had been great friends with Great-Grandpa Beauford and Great-Grandma Ruth. They’d all been so happy when Marshall Davies asked Katelyn Wyatt Jacks to marry him. It joined together families that had been friends for generations. From what Wyatt had heard growing up, Beauford had been a mentor to Jake and Marcy when they’d taken over the Davies farm.

      Wyatt waited for his grandfather to take a seat and then leaned on the edge of his desk. He crossed one ankle over the other and smiled at Jake. If Wyatt was late, he was late. He would postpone anything for his grandfather. “What business do you need to talk about? Do you have a cow for me to look at?”

      “No. This is actually business between Beauford and me. Since all my sons are retired, they’ve deemed it necessary to help me with the farm. Not that I don’t appreciate the help. I’m too old to be farming. But your father goofed and ordered way too much seed. He’s been a sheriff for too long and forgot how to be a farmer.”

      Wyatt was confused. “What does this have to do with my great-grandfather?”

      “When I was younger and could plant my whole farm and then some, Beauford and I made an arrangement. The back two hundred acres of Wyatt Farm are never farmed and rarely used.”

      Wyatt nodded. He had hay ready to be cut there now.

      “Well, Beauford and I made an arrangement that I could use that land anytime I wanted in exchange for a percentage of the fall harvest. I’m here to call in that deal. I need to get that seed in the ground now so we can harvest it in September.”

      “Is there an agreement I can see?” Wyatt asked, trying to figure out what land his grandpa needed and what the full terms of the deal were.

      “Of course not,” Jake said, offended. “We stood right here in this office and shook hands on it. I’ve used that land dozens of times. I haven’t wanted to bother with it recently as I was trying to cut back, but then your dad . . .” His grandpa shook his head. “God love him.”

      Wyatt wanted to roll his eyes. His grandfather and great-grandfather had both talked about the importance of handshake deals and to always live up to them. “I have a couple minutes before I have to be at work. Let’s drive out there and you show me the land you need, and I’ll have Bud get to work on clearing it.” In his spare time that he doesn’t have, Wyatt thought.

      “We can clear it. We’ll take five percent of it in return. I have some use for it, and I can have it cleared in no time.”

      “Deal.” Wyatt stood up and waited for his grandfather to lead the way. After twenty minutes, he had red ties on the posts indicating the land to be farmed and was heading to work.

      He pulled into the vet clinic and saw his mother was already at work in the small animal clinic across the parking lot from his large animal clinic. Something was nagging at him and he wanted to make sure his suspicions were unfounded.

      Wyatt went into the back of the small animal clinic and found his mom standing at the computer. A row of doors leading to patient rooms was either open or closed, depending on whether patients were inside. His mom still had her model looks, they’d just softened over the years. Her long blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail and she was dressed in the same scrubs as he was with the name of the vet clinic embroidered on the left chest pocket.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      His mom looked up and smiled. “Wyatt. How are you?”

      “Grandpa Jake stopped by to talk to me this morning.”

      She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Is he still in a tizzy about the extra seed?”

      So there really was seed. Wyatt thought his grandfather might have made it all up. He told his mom about the meeting and then asked, “Did you know about this arrangement with Great-grandpa?”

      His mom shook her head. “No, but it doesn’t surprise me. They were very close and often helped each other out. And frankly, if it gets him to stop ripping on your father, I’m all for it.”

      “I guess. It was just strange.”

      “If you want to see strange, you should see your father and his brothers trying to play farmer again. Pierce thinks he should be in charge, which he should be since he’s the actual, you know, farmer. Cy thinks they should raise horses and cattle and not grow anything. Your father thinks he knows it all but forgot he hasn’t really farmed for years. Miles thinks because he’s oldest that he should make all the decisions. Cade— well—Cade is pretty laid back. Somehow starting a military and police training center is easy for the brothers, but deciding on what to plant and how much to order requires nothing short of a UN resolution or divine intervention.”

      “Then I’m glad I could help. I’m in surgery all day. I’ll see you for family dinner at Grandma’s on Sunday?”

      “We’ll be there hoping by then a peace accord will have been reached with your dad and his brothers over the planting. Oh, and bring that pretty new trainer of yours.”

      “And how do you know she’s pretty?”

      “I didn’t until you failed to correct me,” Katelyn said with a smirk. “You still have a lot to learn, little grasshopper.”

      Wyatt shook his head at his mom as he chuckled. “Sunday is her day off. And while she might be pretty, she’s my employee. An employee I desperately need. So I’m sure as a cat having climbing gear, I’m not going to muck it up.”

      “Family dinner won’t.” His mother paused and looked up as if she were looking into her memories. “Okay, point taken. See you Sunday. Don’t work too hard. You look tired.”

      “Yes, Mom.” Wyatt kissed her cheek and headed for his clinic.
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      Camila felt her muscles aching and she didn’t care. It felt glorious as she raced Gent across the field. She and Bud were going to get the practice track back into working condition as soon as he finished ordering some farm supplies.

      Her stomach rumbled as she slowed Gent to a walk. She’d met with Wyatt that morning and didn’t eat breakfast. Not that he had much food in the house. She needed to get to the store. She might be small, but she worked hard all day and flew through food. Ironic, since she didn’t cook. But she’d forgotten to ask and Wyatt had forgotten to give her the car he’d promised her the night before.

      Camila closed her eyes and dropped her head back. The warmth of the early morning sun warmed her face. A breeze sent her ponytail dancing. She took a deep breath and smelled the grass, the horses, and the countryside. She had done it. She was in charge of her life. An image of her and Wyatt kissing flashed into her mind. His arms were wrapped around her back pressing her body to his as she laced her hands behind his neck and kissed him for all she was worth.

      Camila’s eyes popped open. No. This was her chance to prove she was a professional horse trainer. No matter how attractive she found her boss, she couldn’t cross that line. She had to be one of the guys. Taking a deep breath to dispel the vision, Camila reached down and patted Gent’s neck. “Come on, boy. One more gallop and then I have to get to work.”

      

      “I got everything ordered.”

      Camila turned her head as she was taking the saddle off Gent. Bud talked with a thick southern accent. It had taken a little bit to get used to it when they’d first met. “Thank you. I want to get the practice track into shape. I can help with that if you’d like.”

      He hooked his thumbs into the straps of his white tank top with Straight up Redneck written across it with a picture of what she presumed was a redneck doing a shot of bourbon on it. “I’d been fixin’ to do that now that Gent’s older. But I have a stack of business-like stuff that you’d be better at handlin’ than me. Which would you rather do? You’re the boss after all.”

      She was the boss. Well, his boss at least. “Show me the business I need to handle and once that’s done I can help with the track.”

      “Solid plan, boss lady.”

      Camila had been worried that Bud might feel hostile having a new boss but he’d rolled with the punches and seemed grateful for the help. The next five hours were spent haggling over the price of feed, which she got for a reduced cost thanks to the negotiating skills she’d learned from her mother. Then she put three breedings on the books with one of the farm’s best stallions that was shockingly underutilized because of a lack of advertising. Camila also booked the breedings at a higher price than what was in the files once she looked over the stallion’s pedigree. When she went through the books, she realized none of the stud fees were up to date. So, she’d fixed those. Then she started a website and social media accounts for the farm. She highlighted the stallions and mares and the farm history. She left off Ruth’s Gentleman as she wanted Wyatt’s permission to post about him. Some trainers were like boxers who loved the hype. Others were like secret agents or poker players, making sure no information got out about their horse.

      Finally, she was able to head to the track on one of utility carts the previous landscapers had used. Bud was riding on the tractor, grading out the dirt that had been raked. Clumps of small weeds and grass were piled high off the first turn. Bud had a tractor off to the side for her, and she didn’t wait for him to tell her what to do. This wasn’t the first track she’d helped clean up.

      Camila started up the big tractor and smiled as she saw this one had a radio. She cranked the volume up and went to work. By the time the sun set, they had a practice track.

      Camila followed Bud to the nearby barn where the tractors were stored and pulled in behind him. He pulled off his UK hat and wiped his forehead. His face was covered in red clay dirt as she was sure hers was, too.

      “UK,” Camila said with a grin. “I didn’t know you’d been there. Did you like England, Scotland, or Wales better?”

      “Uh?” Bud asked looking down at his hat.

      “The UK. Which part did you like the best?”

      “Football durin’ the fall and basketball durin’ the winter.”

      Camila blinked. Basketball wasn’t a sport she normally heard of in the UK. Football was much more popular. “Who’s your favorite football team?”

      Bud looked at her as if she were speaking another language. “UK.”

      “Yes, but which UK football team?”

      “Boss lady, there’s only one UK football team.”

      “All Manchester United fans say that. What about Chelsea, Liverpool, or Arsenal? And of course, Celtic!”

      “If I point out a mistake, are you going to fire me?” Bud asked.

      “Of course not. I’m used to heated discussions over UK football.” Camila was ready for it. She had an argument for her favorite team ready to go.

      “I think we’re talkin’ about two different UKs. Here UK means University of Kentucky and football means football. Not soccer,” Bud said with a slight cringe as if professional soccer wasn’t a major deal in Kentucky. People got into pub fights over football where she was from.

      “Univ . . . oh. I understand now. American football. Don’t you have any professional soccer teams?”

      “Uh . . . maybe?”

      “How can you not like soccer? It’s the best sport in the world,” Camila said as the familiar pub argument feeling kicked in.

      “I might be slow of mouth but not slow of mind. I know better than to get into this with my boss. I will say, though, it was a pleasure working with you today.” Bud smiled and his white teeth stood out from his dirt-covered face.

      Camila laughed and knew she and Bud already were a good team. “Me too, Bud. I have a whole plan for the next couple months we can go over in the morning.”

      Bud placed his UK hat back on and tipped it at her. “Sounds good. Goodnight, boss lady.”

      

      Camila made her way back home using the cart and showered. The water ran brownish red as she washed the dirt from her body. She had to admit, while it was hard not to think of Wyatt while staying with him, living in this beautiful old house was so much better than some of the small, barely furnished houses her father had been given as he climbed the racing ladder.

      Camila got out of the shower, dressed, and headed to the kitchen. She hadn’t eaten all day, and she was pretty sure she could put away an entire cow at that moment. She opened the refrigerator and found beer, orange juice, and chip dip. Well, that wasn’t much to work with. In the cabinets, she found power bars and a mostly empty bag of chips. Power bar it was.

      Camila was trying to decide between something that did not look like “Cookies and Cream” and another one she doubted “Really tastes like chocolate!” when the back door opened and Wyatt walked in.

      “Evening,” he said as he closed the door. “How was your day?”

      “Good,” Camila said with excitement as she proceeded to tell him everything she’d done that day. Wyatt pulled out his phone and his eyebrows lifted as he checked out the website and social media accounts.

      “These are great. If we can increase our stud services, I might be able to afford to enter the races in the fall.” Camila felt her chest puff out with pride. She had so many ideas she wanted to run with.

      “I have more ideas,” she told him.

      “Then run with them. And I agree with you—let’s keep Ruth’s Gentleman quiet for now. I want to see what he’ll really do before I say anything. If I say anything at all.”

      Wyatt was about to walk away when she stopped him. “Um, your kitchen is a little sparse. You mentioned having a car I could borrow. I’d like to go to the store or run to the café for dinner.”

      She felt horrible for saying anything as Wyatt’s face fell. He was incredibly masculine, but with the sharp angles of his face, you could also call him beautiful. “I am so sorry. I forgot all about it this morning. Come with me.”

      Wyatt turned to the nearest drawer and opened it. He pulled out a large key ring with a needlepoint-on-leather keychain and handed it to her. “These are keys to the house, the barns, storage, and the car. The garage is right this way.”

      “This keychain is beautiful,” she said more to herself as she ran a finger over the image of a single red horse, racing its way across a finish line with a small jockey on it. Wyatt was talking about the keychain as he opened the side door to the nearby garage but Camila was lifting the keychain closer. The jockey—it was a she—not a he. And the small tail of hair coming out from under the helmet was the same red as the horse. The same red as her own hair and the same red as Gent’s coat.

      Camila pulled the keychain to her heart and smiled. It was meant for her.

      “And this is also my great-grandmother’s. Like the keychain, it’s ancient but it works,” Wyatt was saying.

      Camila looked up from the keychain to find a giant white Cadillac that was older than she was by decades. “This is my car?” It was a boat. “I can’t drive that around the farm.”

      “That’s all it’s been used for. My great-grandfather bought it for my great-grandma forever ago. She flew through the pastures in it. I’m sorry, will it not do?”

      “Same great-grandma with the red lipstick kisses drove this car as a farm car and needlepointed this keychain?” Camila tried to imagine it all and the smile on her face grew.

      “Yes. She was something else.” Wyatt smiled and Camila could tell his mind was reliving happy memories. She felt happy for him. She’d lost her grandparents at an early age.

      “I hope I can live up to her then. Can I drive you to the store?”

      “It’s in Lexington, but it’s not far. It’ll be good for you to learn the way.”

      Camila began to walk around the car but realized the wheel was on the other side. This was going to take some getting used to.

      

      Wyatt tried not to slam his foot on the imaginary brake pedal but it was hard not to with Camila driving. She drove like she rode—full tilt. Bud had texted him a video of her working with Gent and it had sent shivers down his body and put a smile on his face. They were going to do it. They were going to save the Wyatt legacy.

      “Wrong side of the road!” Wyatt called out as he gripped the “oh crap” handle above the door and slammed his foot against the floor as if he could control the car.

      Camila just laughed. “I keep forgetting that, but I’ll get used to it eventually. Tell me about Ruth Wyatt.”

      Wyatt told her all his favorite stories. The time she found a cannonball in the yard, the way she got the horses to walk on the blank canvas so she could needlepoint the large rug in the living room with their hoofprints on it. The way she would teach him the manners of days gone by.

      By the time they made it home from the store, he’d told her his whole family history and was definitely not thinking employer-like thoughts about her as she talked to him in that soft accent of hers.

      “My mum’s family raced on the beaches in Spain. I remember sitting on my granddad’s shoulders, watching the horses race by. It was such a different feel from the races in the UK. I’d gone to Ascot and Epsom before, but even as a seven year old, I knew the race in Spain along the ocean waters was special. People lined the beach in their bathing suits, cheering for the racers. It was on that beach that I fell in love with racing. Not the dress-to-be-seen racing, but the admiration of the horse and the appreciation of the race. My grandfather always pointed out what made a good horse. What qualities they needed to race on the beach versus the turf versus the dirt.”

      Wyatt opened the back door and pushed it open with a kick. He held it for Camila as they were both laden with bags of groceries.  “So how are you not a trainer already then?”

      “My dad saw the knowledge I was acquiring and added to it. He took me around everywhere and taught me.” Camila set down her bags, and they worked together putting the groceries away. “But when I asked to help train, he just shook his head and said no one would take me seriously. Women weren’t trainers. That was ten years ago when I was a teenager. I tried every year to get him to let me train. I went to university, and when I graduated I figured he’d have to let me. He let me help, but never let me take the reins myself. That’s why I’m so thankful to have seen your ad for a trainer.”

      “It’s only been a day, and I already see great things for Wyatt Farm under your leadership.” Wyatt smiled but then the smile faded. “Do your parents know where you are?” Camila didn’t look at him, and he didn’t like that. “They need to know you’re safe. My parents would have every military branch, spy group, and Interpol looking for me if I just disappeared.”

      “I didn’t just disappear. I told them I was taking a road trip in America to see all the famous horse farms. I just didn’t mention I was going to stay. To be fair, I didn’t know if you were going to hire me. And I kind of don’t want my parents to know I am training. My mum and dad are coming for the Derby this year. I want to surprise them.”

      Wyatt shook his head as he tossed her the bags of salad she’d bought as she began to put them in the refrigerator. “It’ll be a surprise all right. Hopefully, a good one. But please promise me you’ll tell them where you are. You don’t have to tell them you’re a trainer.”

      Camila’s eyes softened as she looked at him. Wyatt fought the urge to hug her.  To pull her to him and whisper encouragements. “You’re a good man, Wyatt. I’ll call them tomorrow and tell them. But now we eat.”

      “What does a woman make who doesn’t cook?”

      “Chef Salad with cold cuts. Not an oven to be had!”

      Wyatt chuckled again as he sat on the stool at the kitchen island and watched Camila mix up dinner. It had only been a day, and already Wyatt felt completely comfortable with her. Worse yet, it wasn’t just comfort he was feeling. As much as he wanted to find out if there could be more, he knew what he needed to do. He needed to back away and let Camila shine on her own.
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      It was almost midnight and Wyatt was just finishing up the paperwork and the bills for the farm. He’d had fun with Camila that night and knew what it meant. He liked her. And he needed to stay away from her. He couldn’t risk a personal relationship with her when she was so new to her job. Not when the future of Wyatt Farm needed to be considered first.

      The ringing doorbell had him looking up from the last bill and blinking. Camila had gone to bed hours ago as she was getting up at four-thirty in the morning. The bell rang again and Wyatt hurried from the office to the front door. He yanked it open and blinked. “Zain?”

      Zain Ali Rahman or, His Royal Highness Prince Zain, spare heir to the Rahmi throne, as he was formally known. But to all in Keeneston, he was just Zain. His younger-by-a-minute twin was known as Gabe and their little sister was Ariana. “Don’t tell me your dad sent you to make another charity offer to buy Ruth’s Gentleman.”

      Zain smiled broadly. “Nope,” he slurred. “I’m here to celebrate, and you’re the only person I know who’d be up at this time who isn’t still in college.”

      “Mila didn’t have her baby, did she?” Wyatt worried. Mila, Zain’s wife, had suffered from years of fertility issues before finally becoming pregnant. However, she wasn’t due for a couple more months.

      Zain shook his head and slid against the doorframe as he lifted a bottle of very expensive bourbon. “To Rania Ali Rahman, my new cousin and now second in line to the throne of Rahmi.” Zain lifted up his bottle. “May she grow up strong, wise, and have the knowledge and compassion to lead Rahmi.”

      Wyatt smiled as he took a drink of the bourbon Zain offered. “I am so relieved for you.”

      “I am, too,” Zain said, letting out a long breath. “My cousin Jamal called me an hour ago to deliver the news that I am no longer the spare heir. Mila cried with relief. The pressure on her to produce an heir was unbelievable.”

      Zain pulled out his phone and turned it to Wyatt. “There are celebrations in the streets as the entire country received news of the birth of the King’s first grandchild, who will one day be the country’s first queen. I don’t envy the pressure that will be placed on her shoulders. Does it make me a bad person for being relieved that pressure no longer rests on my family’s shoulders?”

      Wyatt shook his head and pulled Zain into the living room where he handed him a glass for his bourbon. “No. You and Mila have been put through enough. It’s time to look forward to being a father for the sake of your family and not for a country.”

      “Thank you,” Zain said, looking up and holding up his already empty glass. “Who’s that?”

      Wyatt turned around and felt the hit like a truck. Camila was standing there rumpled from sleep, wearing nothing but a T-shirt that was so short if she raised her arm he’d be able to see her . . . Wyatt tossed back the bourbon he was going to hand Zain.

      “I’m Camila Callahan. I’m Wyatt’s farm manager and trainer. Is everything okay?”

      Zain staggered to his feet and executed a decent bow. “I’m Zain Ali Rahman, the former spare heir. Thank goodness. Excuse our celebration. I didn’t realize Wyatt had company.”

      “Oh no!” Wyatt and Camila said at the same time.

      “She’s not company,” Wyatt tried to explain.

      “Nice. She’s cute,” Zain whispered loudly. Wyatt tossed back more bourbon and Camila blushed.

      “She’s living here. For work.”

      “We’re not together. He’s my boss.”

      Wyatt and Camila looked at each other, and if Zain weren’t there, Wyatt would have made a move on her. That one look had said everything. They both wanted more, and yet they both knew they couldn’t have it.

      “It was nice meeting you. Congratulations on your dethroning.”

      “Thank you. I’m sure my wife will be over soon to welcome you to town. She is done with travel until the baby arrives and is feeling rather restless.” Zain tipped his glass to her in a silent toast and Camila relaxed.

      “I look forward to meeting her, Your Highness.”

      “Pfffft. No one calls me that here. Zain. Just Zain,” he said with a happy little sigh.

      “Goodnight then, Zain.”

      “Goodnight, Camila,” Wyatt said as she was walking away, and he would have sworn he saw her shiver.

      Wyatt looked up as he heard the front door open and close. Gabe and Sloane, Zain’s brother and sister-in-law, walked inside with an apologetic smile. “Brother,” Gabe said before holding open his arms.

      Zain staggered into them as they thumped each other’s backs.

      “Sorry to intrude,” Sloane said to Wyatt. “Mila called us and said Zain had disappeared with a bottle of bourbon to celebrate.”

      “Shh,” Zain said with his fingers to his lips. “You don’t want to wake Camila. She’s cute and Wyatt wants to sleep with her, but he’s her boss. But they will. He has the look.”

      “Really?” Gabe and Sloane said, turning to him.

      “No, not really. Just an employee of the farm.”

      “Hmm,” Sloane murmured as she pulled out her phone.

      “Will you put twenty on my account for me, sweetheart. My hands are full,” Gabe said as he slid an arm around his drunken brother.

      “Already doing it.”

      “You’d better not be placing a bet on Camila and me.”

      “Hmm?” Sloane blinked innocently up at him. Dammit. A bet had been placed and now he wouldn’t hear an end to it.

      “You’re welcome to come with us,” Gabe said as he started walking Zain to the front door. “Mila called my mom and Sloane to tell them about the new heir. Apparently while she was doing that, Zain was celebrating on his own. But the whole farm is up. The security, Ahmed and his family, my entire family . . . we’re celebrating at the main house if you’d like to come.”

      Wyatt looked back toward his bedroom and his eyes went upstairs to where Camila was lying in that barely there T-shirt. Sleep was not going to visit him tonight. “I’d love to.”
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      The Blossom Café was the best perk of the job. Camila had watched from the shadows as Wyatt had left with his friends to celebrate. She’d heard everything before Zain had seen her. She’d never thought about that aspect of royal life before. She’d thought it was all shiny diamonds and sparkling champagne.

      Camila had headed back to bed and had a restless night thinking about Wyatt and what Zain had said about them sleeping together. She’d given up and at four in the morning, got up when she heard Wyatt stumbling in. He didn’t appear drunk, but exhausted. She’d wanted to go to him, but he’d shut his door instantly.

      Camila finished the early morning work at the farm, then headed for the café at seven. She was standing outside when Poppy and Zinnia came walking down the sidewalk.

      “Good morning, Camila. How was the morning training?” Poppy asked as she unlocked the café.

      “It’s such a beautiful morning. The horses had a great training session.”

      “You okay, hon?” Zinnia asked as she flipped on the lights. “You look tired. Wyatt isn’t working you too hard, is he?”

      Only in her dreams and it wasn’t work he was doing to her in those dreams.

      “No, he’s the best boss I could ask for.” And that was the truth.

      “Wyatt’s great. He’s one of the nicest, most chivalrous men I have ever known,” Zinnia said as she headed into her kitchen, and Camila took a seat that over the past few days was quickly becoming “her” seat.

      “He’s at the top of the list for a reason,” Poppy agreed.

      “What list?” Camila asked as Poppy started up the coffee machine.

      “The Keeneston Belles, a local charity organization for unmarried women, puts out a Most Eligible list every year. This year Wyatt is number one,” Poppy told her.

      “I heard there was a fight during the meeting between Wyatt and Jackson. It was so close that they named them co-most eligible bachelors.”

      “I don’t think I’ve met Jackson.”

      “Honey, you’d know if it you did. The man’s to die for. Silver eyes, black hair, and fearless. He’s not in town all the time as he works out of Louisville for the FBI Hostage Rescue team. But he comes back quite often and usually brings his teammates.”

      Camila noticed Zinnia smile at Poppy who smiled dreamily at the coffee pot.

      “Thank goodness Nikki isn’t here this summer,” Poppy said as she poured a cup of coffee for Camila.

      “Who’s Nikki?”

      Both women groaned. “She’s one of the Belles and as fake as they come. Luckily she’s traveling overseas this summer. Trust me, you’ll remember her as soon as you see her. She’s a list hunter. She’s been going after the most eligible bachelors for the last couple of years. She really wanted to be Princess Nikki, but both Ali Rahman brothers are smarter than that.”

      “I met Zain last night.”

      “And we’re also guessing Gabe and Sloane,” Poppy said with a giggle.

      “Why do you assume that?”

      “Because they placed a bet . . .”

      “Poppy!” Zinnia hissed.

      “. . . on how well you’re doing. It’s exciting to have a female trainer here in Keeneston.” Poppy set down the coffee and hurried to get her pad. “Do you know what you want for breakfast?”

      “Biscuits and sausage gravy, please. I can’t get enough of them.”

      “Make that two.”

      Camila turned to see a man in jeans and a brown polo shirt walk in. A gold sheriff’s star was embroidered on his chest. He took off his dark tan cowboy hat to expose light-brown hair and stormy gray eyes.

      “Sure thing, Luke. Will Ava join you this morning?” Poppy asked as she grabbed another cup of coffee.

      “She’ll be here in a couple of minutes. She’ll have her regular.” Luke looked to Camila and smiled as he took the table near her. “I’m Luke Tanner. I’m a new deputy here. I haven’t met everyone yet.”

      “Camila Callahan. I’m new here myself. I work for Wyatt Davies.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Luke turned to the door. “And this is my girlfriend, Ava Miller. We both work the night shift and just got off. Ava, this is Camila. She’s new here, too.”

      The scrubs indicated she was in the medical field. Her curly hair was pulled back into a bun that had partially fallen. Her blue eyes looked tired but friendly. “Oh, you’re the new trainer at Wyatt’s farm. So nice to meet you.”

      “Night shift at the hospital?” Camila asked as Ava sat down at the nearby table.

      “Yes. I’m getting through my last months of residency for med school and will be so glad to be done with it. The end is in sight.”

      The door opened again and Poppy gasped. Camila turned and saw a very pregnant woman shuffle in. She had long strawberry-blonde hair that was pulled into a very sloppy ponytail. But it was the pure look of determination that Camila first noticed.

      “Sophie! What are you doing here?”

      “Chocolate. I need chocolate and the store is too far to drive.”

      “You’re due any day, right?” Ava asked.

      “Four days. But I’m telling you. I have never had a craving like this before. And peanut butter. I need chocolate with peanut butter.” The woman turned her head and looked at Camila and then grimaced as she plopped down into the chair Luke held out for her. “You’re Wyatt’s new girlfriend, the trainer, right?”

      “I’m not his girlfriend!” Camila said shocked even as she felt her cheeks blush. “But I am his trainer.”

      “Sophie Dagher. I’m Wyatt’s cousin.”

      Camila chuckled to herself and then noticed everyone was staring at her. “Sorry. Wyatt said he had a lot of cousins, and I’m realizing he was not exaggerating.”

      “Where’s Nash?” Poppy asked as the smell of melting chocolate filled the café.

      “My husband is unavailable right now.”

      Ava groaned. “You didn’t taser him again, did you?”

      Sophie blinked innocently. “Who, me?”

      “Here you go,” Zinnia said, carrying out a plate and gravy boat. “Peanut butter pancakes with melted chocolate sauce.”

      “Mmm,” Sophie groaned as she breathed in deeply.

      “Are you looking forward to the baby?” Camila asked as her biscuits and gravy were brought out a couple minutes later.

      “I can’t wait. Nash took my guns away. Do you know how long it’s been since I shot something?” Sophie looked over at her and grimaced. “I’m a weapons developer. It’s my job to shoot things.”

      “And your husband?” Camila asked between bites of breakfast.

      “Is wonderful. Just overprotective. Get kidnapped one time . . .” Sophie froze and looked down at her belly. “Uh-oh.”

      Camila and Ava were at her side in a split second. “What is it?” Ava asked, her hand going to Sophie’s swollen belly.

      Sophie’s hand clamped down on Camila’s and Camila’s eyes watered in pain. “How long have you been having contractions?” Ava asked as Sophie let out a slow breath.

      “Since last night, but they were just little Braxton Hicks contractions.”

      “They weren’t Braxton Hicks. Not days from your due date. You’re in full-blown labor.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Luke asked Ava.

      “Go get Nash. And hurry. Take the epinephrine from my bag in the car. If he’s not responsive, give him one shot and stand back. Then tell him he’s having a baby.”

      “Call my mom,” Sophie said between pants. “My phone is in my purse.”

      Camila grabbed the phone and scrolled until she found “Mom” listed. The phone rang and rang until she heard, “Good morning, sweetie.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Davies. My name is Camila.”

      “The horse trainer who may or may not be dating Wyatt. Why are you calling from my daughter’s phone?”

      “Mom!” Sophie yelled as another contraction hit.

      “Your daughter is in labor and she tasered her husband. Luke is going to get him. We’re at the café and Ava is with us. We need to get to the hospital.”

      “I’m on my way. Cade!”

      The phone hung up and Camila put it back in the purse. “Shhh now. Focus on me. Breathe in: one, two, three. Breathe out: one, two three.”

      “You have experience delivering babies?” Ava asked as she texted the hospital to get a bed ready for Sophie.

      “Horses.”

      “I feel like a horse,” Sophie said between gritted teeth.

      “Should I call that hot firefighter guy?” Camila asked.

      “Eww, that’s my cousin.”

      “Is there anyone not your cousin?”

      Sophie laughed and then clamped down on her hand again. “How long do I have?” Sophie asked.

      “Hours. Your water hasn’t broken yet.” Ava said with a confident smile.

      “Good. Camila, can you hand me a bite of my breakfast. I’m starving.”

      The sound of tires screeching had them all looking up. “Is your mum a wild-looking redhead?” Camila asked.

      “That sums her up pretty well,” Sophie said with a smile.

      “Then your parents are here,” Camila said, releasing her hold on Sophie’s hand and stepping back as her parents rushed to her side.

      “Camila,” Sophie said after taking some deep breaths. “This is my mom and dad, Annie and Cade Davies. Mom, Dad, this is—.”

      “Camila Callahan, Wyatt’s new trainer. Yes, we know,” Annie said patting her daughter’s hand and giving Camila a quick smile. “Lovely to meet you, Camila. Thank you for the call.” Annie turned back to her daughter and shook her head. “Where is your husband?” she asked.

      “I stunned his ass for telling me I shouldn’t have any more chocolate,” Sophie said around a mouthful of chocolate.

      “Honey,” her father started to say gently, “you really need to stop stunning your husband.”

      Her mother shrugged. “I’d have stunned you for it.”

      Camila bit her lip to stop from laughing out loud. Then she heard sirens and looked up to see a police car slam on the brakes right outside the café. A dark and dangerous man shot out of the car and ran into the café, all the while looking at the floor. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

      “I’m fine. Just grabbing breakfast on the way to the hospital.”

      “Son,” Mr. Davies said to his son-in-law, who must be Nash Dagher. “Why are you looking at the floor?”

      “Ahmed told me under no circumstances should I look up. Childbirth is the scariest thing he’s ever seen and my mentor has seen a lot of very scary things. He once had to take a pocket knife . . .”

      “Yes, I know the story,” Annie said dryly.

      Nash took Sophie’s hand in his and knelt down in front of her right when there was the sound of a small splash. Nash scrambled to his feet, but his foot slipped in the water and down he went.

      “Oh good. Your water broke,” Ava said cheerfully as if Nash weren’t lying on the floor in the water with a look of horror on his face.

      “Come on, son. I have an extra shirt in the car you can borrow. We’ll drive y’all to the hospital,” Mr. Davies said, helping Nash up from the ground as Ava and Annie helped Sophie out of the chair.

      Nash took his father-in-law’s hand, then immediately went to Sophie’s side and put his arm around her. “How are you feeling?”

      “Pissed that I didn’t get to finish my breakfast.”

      Nash smiled and kissed his wife’s cheek. “You are so beautiful. What is the first thing my bride would like to eat after becoming a mother?”

      As they made their way outside, Sophie beamed at him and listed off everything from bourbon to white chocolate bread pudding.

      

      Wyatt finished with a client at ten and headed home. He usually didn’t sleep more than three or four hours, but he was exhausted from celebrating the night before. He wanted to get home, take a nap, check on the farm, then meet his afternoon clients.

      He pulled into the garage and closed his eyes. The screened patio called his name. It was the perfect place for a nap. Wyatt slogged his way up the stairs and collapsed on the sofa right when his phone buzzed with a text message. It buzzed again and again.

      Wyatt dug his phone from his pocket and smiled. Sophie and Nash were the proud parents of a perfect little baby girl named Emersyn. Attached was a picture of the Dagher family smiling as they held the little girl with a completely bald head and big hazel eyes with long dark lashes. Wyatt zoomed in the photo and laughed out loud. On the nightstand at the hospital were five pieces of either cake or pie lined up in front of it.

      After texting his congratulations, Wyatt closed his eyes. He was just falling asleep when his phone rang. “Dr. Davies,” he said, answering his work phone. “Yes, I’ll be right there.”

      With a long sigh, Wyatt sat back up. Someday he’d be able to enjoy his life again. Today wasn’t it, though.
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      Camila’s breathing became shallow as Wyatt stepped closer to her in the barn. She knew what was coming next, but it didn’t stop the nervous excitement that fluttered like butterflies, causing her body to shiver in anticipation.

      “I can’t stop myself,” Wyatt said, his voice low and rough as it rumbled across her skin.

      Her body heightened in sensitivity. Camila could feel every hot breath on her neck as Wyatt lowered his head to hers. She moaned when his lips brushed against her neck. His tongue was as hot as the Kentucky summer as he nibbled, kissed, and caressed his way up her neck, across her jaw, and finally captured her lips with his. This just got better each time.

      Wyatt backed her against the wall and deepened the kiss as his hands shoved her tank top up and over her breasts—breasts that tingled with anticipation of his touch. And Wyatt never let her down. He knew exactly where to touch her that caused her body to scream out in pleasure.

      “I need you so badly, Camila,” he said, his voice heavy with desire.

      “Then take me. I’m yours, Wyatt.”

      And boy, did he. All through the night . . . right until her alarm went off.

      

      Camila’s eyes shot open. Her body was flushed and she was tangled in her sheets. She let out a deep breath and threw her arms over her eyes. For two months she’d been having these very detailed dreams of Wyatt. And for two months she’d woken up alone in bed.

      Camila groaned and turned off her alarm. It was still dark out but if she knew Wyatt—and after two months of living with him she knew him incredibly well—he was already up, too.

      Thirty minutes later, she was down at the barn with apple slices in hand for her horses. She’d also started working with some very promising four-year-olds that had never raced before because of lack of funds. Come next month, she was going to have a whole stable full of horses to race at Capitol Park.

      Camila laughed as Wyatt walked down the row first and kissed all the horses with his great-grandma’s lipstick. She followed with apples. Wyatt was right. The horses had never been so happy.

      “Why don’t you let me wear the lipstick?” Camila laughed as Wyatt reapplied. He didn’t even need a mirror like she did.

      “My nana gave me instructions. The lipstick is for my wife.” Wyatt said the word wife so softly Camila almost missed it.

      “No wonder you don’t want to give it me,” she laughed. They’d become best friends over the last two months. She wasn’t afraid to admit it. She’d never had super-close friends because she’d grown up at tracks all over Europe. But setting aside her more sexual feelings for Wyatt, Camila knew he was the best friend she could ever have. A best friend she’d just happened to want to have sex with. Like, all the time. That’s when the dream came slamming back at her. The barn, the kiss, the sex against the wall.

      “Why would you say that?” Wyatt asked, cutting off her hot flash of a memory.

      “Say what?” Camila winced as her voice cracked and her face heated.

      “That it’s no wonder I don’t give you the lipstick.” Wyatt had his hands on his hips and was staring at her. She thought the answer was pretty obvious.

      “Because you don’t think of me as a wife. No one does. I’m the buddy at the track. One of the guys,” she said with a shrug. It was true. She had thought it was pretty awesome until she’d fallen for Dr. Sexy. Seriously, Wyatt looked as if he were one of those polo models for expensive cologne and she was, well, a horse trainer used to being covered in dirt instead of expensive perfume. She wasn’t tall. She wasn’t overly curvy. She was the girl in the barn.

      “Don’t tell me you haven’t had boyfriends. I’m sure the guys at the track are all over you.”

      Camila shook her head. “Not really. They like the women in the clubhouse who are betting hundreds or thousands on the races. You know, tall, blonde, and with big cíochas.”

      “Kee-khas?” Wyatt asked in his Southern accent.

      “Tits,” Camila said with a laugh at his confusion.

      “You have great breasts,” Wyatt instantly defended.

      “Thank you for being gallant, but I know what I have.” Her breasts were medium-sized. Not small. Not large. She’d had her fair share of short romances along the racing circuit, but only a handful of serious relationships that usually lasted around four months. None of them had ever said anything about her cíochas except that they were perky. Apparently breasts have personalities.

      “I’m serious. You’re so sexy that . . .” Wyatt paused and Camila didn’t breathe. Was he serious? Did he really think she was sexy? Wyatt reached into his phone. “Oh my gosh. We have to go.”

      “Go?” Wait! She wanted to scream at him to finish what he was saying. What about her being sexy?

      “That was Zain. Mila’s in labor.”

      “Oh my gosh!” Over the past two months, Camila had become a part of Keeneston and had gained girlfriends—something she had never had before. And Mila was one of them. Sophie was the other. And she also felt as if she’d gained a sister in Sydney and a brother in Sydney’s husband, Deacon.

      “Did Zain remember her focus object?” Camila asked as she practically ran through the barn tossing the horses their apples.

      “He forgot it.”

      “Of course he did.” Camila smiled as she shook her head. “Is he a complete mess?”

      “Yup. They’re trying to have the baby without telling anyone. They don’t want the whole town showing up like they did when Sophie and Nash had Emersyn. He texted and asked if we could sneak into their house and get the focus object and also her hospital bag.”

      This time Camila laughed out loud. “He forgot the bag?”

      “He had it in the SUV ready to go but when Mila gasped in pain, all thoughts fled and he went for speed instead of roominess and took the sports car. On the plus side, he thinks he might have set a record for the fastest drive to Lexington.”

      “What are we waiting for?” Camila grabbed Wyatt’s hand and ran as she laughed at the idea of anyone sneaking around on Desert Sun Farm. She’d never seen security like that before.

      

      “He left the door to his house open,” Wyatt said in wonder. He couldn’t imagine being that out of it, but then again, he was delivering horses and not human babies.

      “You get her focus object. I’ll get the bag from the garage,” Camila said as she opened her door and walked quickly to the house.

      Thank goodness for Zain and his absolute terror about childbirth or Camila might have realized what he’d said or what he was about to say. For two months, he’d kept his hands off her. For two months, he’d kept it strictly friends. And he did cherish her friendship. But having Camila as a friend only made him want her more because of it. They were the perfect couple. He didn’t know if she’d noticed it or not, but everyone treated them as a couple. They were jointly invited to Zain and Mila’s and every other couple’s house and even to family dinners. Luckily no one said anything about them being anything other than friends.

      Two weeks. That was all he needed to survive. In two weeks, Camila would pack up the barn and head to Capitol Park in Frankfort. He’d make it up to Frankfort some but Camila would be living up there for the month before the races to get in practice and then the three weeks of races. It had maxed out every credit card he had, but he had the horses entered in the first couple of races and he’d rented stable space. Too bad he’d only had enough for the first week. He hoped he’d win enough to pay for the remainder of the meet.

      “What are you two doing?”

      Wyatt looked up as he walked out of the house to find Camila standing awkwardly holding the hospital bag and Ariana staring at them with hands on her hips.

      “Where’s my brother? I’ve tried calling him, but he wasn’t answering. And why do you have a bag and a . . . Oh my gosh! Mila’s in labor!”

      “Shh!” both he and Camila hissed.

      “They don’t want a big fuss. They just want it to be the two of them,” Wyatt explained to Zain’s younger sister, who really didn’t like to listen to anyone and loved getting her brothers in trouble.

      “Fine. I won’t tell a soul. As long as I’m allowed to come to the hospital.”

      “Deal. Meet us there. Eighth floor,” Camila said as she grabbed Wyatt’s hand and dragged him to the car.

      Wyatt sped off as he saw Ariana running for her car. “Mila’s on the second floor.”

      “It’ll slow her down some,” Camila said with a smile. “I love Ariana, but every once in a while she needs to remember to respect her brothers’ wishes.”

      Wyatt wanted to tell her she was perfect in every way. It was exactly how he felt. He wanted to tell her she was brilliant. That when she was mischievous, her eyes glowed and her smile made his legs go weak. But he didn’t. Instead he drove to the hospital. Upon arrival, they both ran to the bank of elevators and waited.

      “Wyatt?”

      Wyatt turned around to see a white-faced Deacon and a panting Sydney.

      “Syd? Are you okay?”

      “How did you know I was in labor? I didn’t tell anyone,” his sister said before grimacing. Deacon instantly bent down and rubbed her shoulders as she concentrated on breathing.

      “You’re in labor?” Wyatt asked stupidly.

      “Duh.” Camila rolled her eyes at him. “We didn’t know. We had to, um, drop something off.”

      “Mila’s in labor, too!” Sydney smiled widely. “That’s great. Everyone will be here for her. We’ll slip in the back and no one will know we’re here. I have to admit I didn’t want anyone here, but I’m glad you are, brother.”

      Wyatt reached for Sydney’s hand and squeezed it. He wanted to do more, but knew Deacon would move heaven and earth to take care of her. They’d had years of trying to get pregnant and now that she was, he knew his sister feared the delivery. She wouldn’t breathe easily until her baby was in her arms, alive and well.

      “Luckily for both of you, no one knows about Mila yet. Unless Ariana says something,” Camila told her with reassurance. Wyatt was a goner. His family loved Camila. Didn’t Camila see how well they fit together?

      “I didn’t tell a single person. I wouldn’t do that to Zain.” Wyatt spun to see Ariana standing with her hands on her hips. She’s arrived quicker than they thought she could. Maybe she took a helicopter? Ariana paused in thought and then gave a little eye roll. “Okay, I wouldn’t do that to Mila. But Wyatt told his sister.”

      Another contraction hit Sydney and Ariana’s eyes went wide. “Oh wow. Let’s get you upstairs.”

      The elevator doors opened and as they rode up to the next floor, Wyatt held onto Sydney’s hand. “You tell me when you want me to call . . . Mom?”

      The doors had opened and there stood Aniyah, the Rose sisters, his grandparents, and his parents.

      “Mom? Dad?” Sydney said again as Katelyn and Marshall rushed forward with Grandma Marcy close behind them.

      “Oh, baby! We got a room all ready for you,” her mother said, hugging Sydney.

      “I’ll take that.” Wyatt’s dad reached for the bag Wyatt was carrying. “Did you really need two bags?”

      “No! This is my gym bag.”

      Miss Lily shook her head and looked in amusement at her sisters. “He always was a bad fibber, bless his heart.”

      “That’s right.” Aniyah placed her hands on her amply curved hips and stared him down. Today her black hair was natural. No straighteners, no red dye, just natural. She was growing it out for her wedding to Kentucky State Trooper DeAndre Drews in the spring. “Even I know you’re fibbing. My sugarbear told me your sister was in labor but that bag isn’t hers and isn’t yours. And there’s no reason Ariana would be here unless . . .”

      “Mila’s in labor, too!” they all gasped.

      “I have to call her mother,” Katelyn said, pulling out her phone.

      “Mom,” Wyatt groaned, “did it occur to you that maybe Sydney and Mila are scared enough at having the babies they wanted for so long that they don’t need the added pressure of the entire town here?”

      His sister looked up at him and smiled. “Thank you,” she mouthed.

      “Well, I’m not letting this apple pie go to waste. It got me the call you were coming in and I will be here when my great-grandchild arrives just as I was for every grandchild. You just have to accept it. You have a family who loves you no matter what, and family doesn’t leave when you’re scared. But,” Grandma Marcy said, “we will wait in the waiting room. All of us.”

      Katelyn looked ready to argue, but Marshall bent down and kissed Sydney on the cheek. “You’ll do great. And if you feel like hitting something, Deacon will be right there next to you.”

      Sydney laughed as she wiped at her watering eyes. As all attention was on Sydney and Deacon being escorted to their room, Wyatt slipped the bag behind him. Camila took it instantly and began slowly backing away.

      “Don’t think we don’t see you, young lady,” Miss Daisy said with a roll of her eyes. “These young ‘uns have no respect for our spying ability. I mean, here we are, at the hospital before they get here, and she thinks she can sneak off to Mila and Zain’s room without us noticing.”

      “Eventually they’ll learn. Their parents finally did. And see, they’ve embraced all that we have taught them.” Miss Violet winked at Katelyn who winked back.

      “But go on. Deliver Mila’s things and tell them no one has any idea they’re here. Poor Mila has had enough pressure in her married life.”

      “Thank you, Miss Lily,” Camila said kindly before taking off down the hall.

      “Now you, young man . . . you need a good talkin’ to.”

      “Me?” Wyatt asked Miss Lily. He was confused and only more confused when the Rose sisters, his mother, and Grandma Marcy all nodded. His father had a sudden interest in the floor and his grandpa was shaking his head and backing away.

      “Yes, you. You have the perfect woman for you literally at your fingertips and you have done nothing,” Miss Lily lectured.

      “Don’t muck this up, Wyatt,” his grandmother warned.

      “You need to ask Camila out. She’s perfect for you, Wyatt.” His mother was kinder about it, but it was still an order.

      “She’s my employee.”

      “Pish-posh. Will you fire her if she says no?” Miss Daisy asked.

      “Of course not,” Wyatt said, offended.

      “Then pull up your big boy pants and ask her out before she slips away,” Grandma Marcy said as she emphasized it with a thump of her cane.

      Katelyn’s phone buzzed and the conversation ended. Mo and Dani were arriving by helicopter. Camila was back and easily talking to Wyatt’s friends and family. She didn’t run as Aniyah began asking her opinion of skydiving into her wedding versus being carried in by six shirtless warriors.

      For hours, they all sat in the waiting room that was filled to the max. The nurses didn’t mind. Keenestonites always brought food with them, so they were plied with cookies, pies, and casseroles in exchange for regular updates.

      No matter how much Wyatt talked with his friends and family, he always knew where Camila was. As soon as Deacon made his way out, Wyatt and Camila instantly found each other. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder as Deacon stopped in front of him, Camila, his parents, and grandparents.

      “Would you like to see Baby McKnight?” Deacon grinned from ear to ear as the immediate family followed behind him while everyone else happily clapped and shouted out questions that Deacon promised to answer when he came back. Wyatt had taken Camila’s hand as soon as Deacon had invited them to see a happy and healthy mom and baby and didn’t plan on letting go anytime soon.

      Wyatt looked over his shoulder where Camila was slightly behind him. He’d realized he’d been so eager to see his sister and become an uncle he’d been outpacing her. But Camila didn’t seem to mind. She beamed up to him and his heart tumbled. This was right. She was right. “Camila . . .”

      “Come in!” Sydney called out and Wyatt was saved from making a fool of himself. He was about to tell her what she’d grown to mean to him but instead he focused on his sister holding a tiny bundle in her arms. One little tiny hand reached out of the blanket and Wyatt was sunk. His father wiped a tear from his eye as his mother cried happy tears as Sydney held up the bundle.

      “Donovan, these are your grandparents. And these are your great-grandparents. And here is the best uncle you could ever have. Everyone, this is Donovan Wyatt McKnight. Our healthy and perfect son.”

      “He’s precious,” Aniyah said frantically from the doorway. “Congratulations. But we need everyone in the waiting room. There’s been a problem.”

      “Mila,” Camila gasped as everyone rushed from the room. Wyatt heard Sydney ordering a wheelchair as Mo, Dani, Gabe, Sloane, and Ariana all stood hugging each other with tears rolling down their faces.

      “What happened?” Katelyn asked, coming to help Kenna Ashton, Dani’s best friend, to help comfort a crying Dani.

      “The baby’s heart rate has dropped. The baby is in distress. They’re prepping for an emergency cesarean,” Mo answered for his wife as a team of nurses raced into the room down the hall. A minute later they were navigating Mila out of the room on her bed. Her hand was clasped with Zain’s and both their faces were set in stone.

      The group of Keenestonites lined the hallway and Mila finally took in that they were all there. Her eyes filled with tears as Miss Lily blew her a kiss. Mila passed them one at a time and each person blew her a kiss in turn. The men silently nodded their support to Zain as they could only imagine the pain of being the helpless father.

      Even after Mila and Zain disappeared behind the doors leading to surgery, they all remained quiet. Wyatt pulled Camila against his side while she took deep breaths, trying not to cry.

      “The doctors are moving fast. They’ll have the baby out in minutes. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything,” the head nurse told them before striding out of labor and delivery and into surgery.

      The minutes passed by so slowly. Wyatt knew because he could hear the second hand ticking on the clock in the waiting room. He didn’t think the room could get any quieter, but it did when the nurse raced back in.

      “The baby is out. I don’t know the specifics, but it’s alive. Mom is losing blood. I’m sorry. We’re not out of the woods yet.”

      Dani cried out as the nurse hurried back into surgery. Tears were shed, prayers were said, and finally the doors opened again. The nurse looked relieved as she smiled at them. “The doctor got the bleeding stopped. Mom is stable. Baby is stable. They’ll be in recovery for a while and then you’ll be able to see them.”

      The Rose sisters collapsed back into the chairs with relief. Dani and Mo clung to each other as Gabe took his tearful little sister into his arms. Next to him Camila was shaking as silent tears rolled down her face. A baby cried and everyone turned to see Sydney clinging to Donovan with a smile and tears in her eyes.

      The next two hours were spent between moments of reflection and rejoicing. Wyatt looked down at Camila as he held her hand. Suddenly he dreaded her leaving in two weeks. There was one thing today had taught him. When things got tough, she was the only one he’d want by his side.

      “I hate to break up the party, but I thought you might want to meet someone,” Mila said with a huge smile as they wheeled her bed into the waiting area on the way back to her room a couple of hours later.

      Dani and Mo shot forward to kiss her and Zain and then stare at the little bundle in her arms.

      “Well, I need to know if the little one gets a tiger onesie or a pink zebra onesie!” Aniyah called out.

      “May we present our daughter, Zaria,” Zain said proudly as he kissed his wife’s head.

      Pictures were taken of Zaria and Donovan before the mothers were returned to their rooms to rest. Finally the crowd dispersed and Wyatt was left with trying to figure out what to do next.
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      “That was quite the day,” Camila said as they walked upstairs. His room was the first door on the left. Hers was at the end of the hall. And he’d given her all the rooms between. She used one as an office and one was her own living room. She turned toward her rooms and her heart kicked up as he followed her.

      “I’m an uncle. I have to admit it feels pretty amazing. And this fall, I’ll become an uncle again when Sydney and Deacon adopt.”

      “I know I’ve only been in Keeneston a couple of months, but it feels like home and like these are my people. I’m so happy for Zain and Mila. I’ll never be able to fully understand the pressure they were under, but to see the love as they held Zaria was something I’ll never forget.”

      “Speaking of family, have you heard from yours?” Wyatt asked her when she stopped at her bedroom door. The door was closed and she placed her hand on the handle, but didn’t turn it. She didn’t want this day to end. It had felt as if she and Wyatt were a couple. As if all the dreams she had been having every night had come true. And like her dreams, she never wanted them to end.

      “Yes. They miss me, and we’re making plans to meet at the Derby. I still haven’t told them I’m doing anything other than working the farm. They think I’m doing what I did for them, which was assisting. For the Capitol Park races, I signed my name as C.C. Callahan. It’s not much of a pseudonym, but there’re some other Callahans in the racing world and hopefully they’ll just think I’m one of the guys.”

      “You shouldn’t hide. You’re doing a remarkable job here and you should be very proud of it. I know I’m proud of you. No matter what name you enter under, you’re going to create a name for yourself.”

      Camila had her back to the door, her hand on the knob, and had stopped breathing the second Wyatt stepped near her. He towered over her as he looked down at her upturned face. Please. She silently begged. Love me as I’ve fallen in love with you.

      “Thank you for believing in me.” Camila’s voice was a whisper as she felt him take a step closer. His hand brushed against her side and over the top of her bottom. And then the door opened behind her.

      Wyatt swallowed hard but never broke eye contact. “Goodnight, Camila.”

      Her heart sank as he took a step back with determination now in his eyes. “Always the gentleman.”

      Wyatt dipped his head in acknowledgment before he strode toward his room. “Even when I don’t want you to be one,” she whispered to herself as she stepped into her room and closed the door.

      She walked across to the window and looked out. Her arms were wrapped around her stomach as if she were hugging herself. She’d rather it be Wyatt. She looked beyond the backyard and into Gent’s pasture as she pulled her hair loose from the ponytail and shook it out. Camila kicked off her shoes and pulled her shirt from her body and tossed it on the chair.

      “Tell me to leave.”

      “Wyatt,” she gasped as she saw his reflection in the window. He stood in the now opened door, his hand gripping the doorknob.

      “Tell me to leave, Camila. I respect you too damn much as a businesswoman and a trainer to blow the future of Wyatt Farm on crossing a line.”

      Camila turned and saw the anguish on his face. The warring emotions he felt were clear as day. “There is no line with you, Wyatt,” she said. Her Irish accent deepened with hope. She didn’t think of herself as a seductress. She wasn’t wearing expensive knickers. She was standing in front of him in worn jeans and a sports bra that made her look as flat as a boy. But the desire in Wyatt’s eyes made her feel confident instead of self-conscious.

      Wyatt’s jaw tightened. His hand turned white on the doorknob and Camila felt like a sexy goddess the way his eyes devoured her. She turned back toward the window where she could see him in the reflection and began to shimmy out of her jeans. She saw that Wyatt didn’t move a muscle but that his eyes were riveted to her.

      “Come in and close the door,” Camila said with a soft lilt to her voice.

      She reached for the band of her sports bra and began to tug. Feck it all. It was one of her tighter ones. She was trying not to grunt as she worked it up and over her breasts. It was covering her face when she felt a pair of large hands cup her breasts and glide up her side to her arms. Her bra was easily whisked away and she could once again see Wyatt standing behind her in the window’s reflection.

      “What kind of gentleman would I be if I didn’t help a woman in need of rescue?”

      Camila sucked in a breath and held it as Wyatt’s head dipped to the soft spot where her shoulder met her neck. His breath was warm on her skin as his lips hovered above the delicate spot. Oh no, he couldn’t become a gentleman now!

      Camila reached behind her and let her hand slip into his waistband enough to tug him toward her. She felt his front meet her back as she moved her hand to reach behind him and caress the arse she’d been dreaming about for months.

      It was as if Wyatt was a dam breaking. The first crack came when his lips finally met her neck. He kissed his way across the top of her shoulder as his hands moved to her hips. The dam broke completely when she arched her back and grabbed his arse with both hands and squeezed.

      Camila leaned back against his chest, her head only coming to his chin, and let herself get lost in Wyatt’s touch. His fingers fluttered over her stomach, and he teased her by running a finger under the waistband of her knickers. His teasing continued as his fingers caressed her body without full contact. Her breasts ached, her legs shook, and her breath became short gasps.

      “I take back what I said about you being a gentleman,” Camila said on a sharp exhale as he used the very tip of his finger to circle her breast so lightly it sent tingles through her body.

      “You should have told me to leave.” His voice was deeper and rougher as he whispered in her ear.

      “Never. I’ve wanted you too long.”

      “As I did you. Do you know how hard it was to keep my distance?”

      “But not anymore?” Camila asked with worry. She didn’t want a one-night stand. She wanted so much more. She wanted his body and his heart.

      “No, not anymore.”

      His hands closed around her breasts, finally giving her what her body had been craving. “Wyatt,” she gasped as he spun her in his arms. There was nothing gentlemanly about how he yanked her knickers to the ground. There was nothing prim or proper about the way she tore his clothes off. And when he made love to her, manners were the last thing she was thinking about.
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      Wyatt smiled up at the ceiling. Last night had to be the best night of his life. He lay in bed with Camila curled up on his chest. He had one arm around her and she had a leg kicked over him. He didn’t want to move, but he had to get to a patient. But first, he was going to make Camila breakfast and bring it to her.

      It took a minute but Wyatt managed to extricate himself from the bed without waking her. He crept silently down the back staircase into the kitchen. He poured them each a cup of coffee and made hers just the way she liked it. Then he opened the refrigerator. Hmm. He pulled out a cantaloupe and decided to cut that up and serve it with cinnamon toast.

      “Glad I’m not the only one to go naked in this kitchen.”

      Wyatt jumped back, using the cantaloupe to shield himself. “Dad! What are you doing here? And why were you naked in my kitchen?” Wyatt asked.

      “It wasn’t your kitchen then. Your mother and I . . .”

      “No, Dad,” Wyatt said in dawning horror. “Just, no. What are you doing here?”

      “Your grandpa sent me to give you this.” Marshall set an envelope on the island between them.

      Wyatt put the cantaloupe on the island and opened the envelope. Inside was a check big enough to cover the entire fall meet at Capital Park. “What’s this for? I told you I don’t want a handout. I’ll come to you if I’m really about to lose the farm.”

      His dad rolled his eyes. “Calm down. It’s not a handout. It’s your cut from the harvest. We just sold it.”

      “Oh, okay,” Wyatt said with relief and then smiled. He could pay off his credit cards and register the rest of the horses for the entire meet.

      “I’m off to the military training center. We have some new recruits coming in soon, and Miles wants to go over the schedule. You better cover up before Camila catches you. I know all too well about being caught naked in this kitchen.” His father paused with his hand on the back door. He spun around, his eyes wide. “You don’t eat cantaloupe.”

      “So?” Wyatt asked not understanding why his dad was freaking out.

      “You’re cutting up cantaloupe, there’s two cups of coffee, and you’re naked. You and Camila . . .”

      “Dad,” Wyatt warned as his father’s smile just got wider and he held up both hands.

      “No complaints from me. I agree with everyone else. She’s perfect for you. See you later.” His father went out the back door. Marshall wasn’t two steps away when he was pulling out his phone. Great. Now the whole town would know. Although, if they knew, he wouldn’t have to see any other men flirting with Camila. Actually, now that he thought about it, he liked the idea of everyone knowing. He was smiling as he began to make Camila’s breakfast.
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      Wyatt lowered his head and captured Camila’s lips with his before throwing off the sheets and standing up. He turned and looked down at the smile on her face and her tousled hair. No longer was he staying out all night squeezing in home repairs at midnight. Now he was in Camila’s bed with her naked in his arms.

      “I’m sorry I can’t help get the rest of the things packed for Frankfort.” Wyatt turned his nude body to grab a pair of clean scrubs he’d brought in last night. “But I can meet you at the café for breakfast.”

      Camila lay on her side with an arm under her pillow and the sheet on her hips. After two weeks, being naked with each other seemed so natural neither of them worried about covering up. Wyatt, for one, was very happy with that as he took in her breasts and the curve of her hip. A hip he’d kissed his way over the night before.

      “I can be there by nine. I can get the horses loaded up and sent with Bud to the track before I meet you. Are you sure you don’t mind me borrowing Bud for the meet?” Camila asked.

      “I got the check in for one of the breedings you booked and hired two temp workers who had previously worked on farms around here. They’re good guys with good résumés. Hopefully, I can turn them into full-time employees.”

      “That’s great. I feel a lot better now. Bud’s a strange duck, but I must admit we work well together.” Wyatt sat down on the bed and laughed when Camila pulled him down to her. “I bet I could make you late.”

      “I bet you could, too. But then we couldn’t meet for breakfast.”

      “Sex or those peanut butter pancakes with chocolate chips that Zinnia created in honor of Sophie? That’s a tough one.”

      Camila giggled and Wyatt kissed her. The giggling stopped and Wyatt deepened the kiss before slowly pulling away. “I’ll see you at nine.”

      

      Camila watched Wyatt leave and sighed. Her heart had been stolen before they’d made love and these past weeks were a gift. To be that close to someone on a friend level and then deeper on a romantic level was something entirely new to her. Two weeks of passionate nights and delightful days. Two weeks that brought them so close, it felt as if it had been two years instead.

      Camila began to get dressed and smiled to herself. She’d been worried about what his family would think of him dating her. She shouldn’t have worried. Not only did his family immediately accept her, but so did the whole town. When they’d walked hand in hand into the café the next morning, Aniyah had screamed, praised Jesus, and then hugged Camila tightly before thanking her for the plane tickets for their honeymoon. That still didn’t make sense, but seeing Aniyah happy made it worth the confusion.

      Aniyah and DeAndre were the perfect couple. Camila had gotten wrapped up in wedding planning and had already accepted her invite to the bridal shower being hosted by Riley Davies Walz, yet another cousin of Wyatt’s.

      “What’s up, boss lady?” Bud asked as she made her way toward the main barn.

      “Let’s get the rest of the things packed. Carter’s people will be here at seven to load them into their tack van and take them to Frankfort for us.”

      “Carter’s good people,” Bud said as they began to gather the last items on their checklist. There was a lot of what Bud said that Camila didn’t understand. Some things she couldn’t help but ask what he meant and others she let go. This was one she decided to let go.

      They worked hard for the next two hours getting everything ready and then worked with the Ashton Farm crew, who were also “good people,” to get their stuff loaded. They spent another hour getting their trailer prepared, then loaded the five horses.

      Camila had learned that Keeneston farms like to be close to each other at the races. While the competition between the farms was fierce on the track, it was all friendly in the stable. Desert Sun Farm had an entire barn opposite Ashton Farms so they looked on at each other. Luckily, between Mo and Carter, they got the racetrack to move the six horses that been housed in the last six stalls of the Ashton barn to another barn and let Wyatt Farm take them.

      Bud got into the truck a little before nine. “Don’t you worry a hair on your head, I’ll get them there safe and sound and tucked in their stalls before you know it.”

      “Thank you, Bud. I’ll see you soon.”

      Camila looked at her watch and grimaced. It was five till nine. No time for a shower—a shower that would be pretty pointless as she was heading straight to the track after breakfast. She got into her ancient, behemoth Cadillac that had belonged to Nana Ruth and drove to the café. She’d clean up in the bathroom there before she ate.

      

      “Hey girl!”

      Camila smiled and waved at Aniyah who was walking up the sidewalk toward the café. “Good morning. Have you decided on your entrance yet?” Wedding talk was the dominating conversation with Aniyah as the official countdown was now at eight months until the wedding of the century. And from what Camila had heard from all the Davies cousins and from Aniyah herself, even the royal weddings wouldn’t compare.

      “No,” Aniyah sighed. “Sugarbear nixed both of my ideas. Again.”

      “Have you thought about just walking down the aisle by yourself?”

      “Not since my daddy got his wings. I can’t imagine it without him.”

      Camila stopped in front of the café door and hugged her friend. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” She knew that Aniyah had lost her mother just a few years ago and that’s why the whole town was helping her plan the wedding.

      “It’s okay, sugar. You didn’t know.”

      “What about dancing down the aisle?” Camila suggested as she looked over her shoulder at Aniyah. Aniyah didn’t answer, instead her eyes widened as she looked beyond Camila into the café.

      Camila turned and ran straight into two mountain peaks. Her head was wedged between them as they muffled her ears. But even through the muffled hearing, she heard Aniyah’s startled cry of “Lord Jesus!”

      Camila tried to wiggle free, but it was if she were a child whose head was stuck between the spindles of a banister. She put her hands on the mountainous balloons and pushed back as hard as she could. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” she gasped when her head popped free.

      “Don’t look up!” Aniyah jumped forward and covered Camila’s eyes.

      “Aniyah, what are you doing?” Camila asked as she batted at Aniyah’s hands.

      “She’s like Medusa with those eyelashes. One look and you could turn to stone,” Aniyah said, not bothering to lower her voice.

      “Who is this filthy little mongrel?” a grating voice asked.

      “Is she talking about me?” Camila asked Aniyah.

      “Damn right I am. Look at what you did to my breasts!”

      “Breasts? I didn’t feel any breasts,” Camila said with confusion. Aniyah’s fingers slipped and Camila looked out. In front of her were two giant beach balls with a white tank top stretched across them with valves in the middle of each ball right in the middle of two dirty handprints.

      Then two hands with long red talons came into view and grabbed the beach balls. “These breasts. You wouldn’t know what breasts are, given you don’t have any.”

      “Oh no, she didn’t.” Aniyah dropped her hands and pulled Camila backward. Aniyah stepped in front of her and pointed a pink cheetah print nail upward. “Don’t you be talking to my friend like that or I will pop those breasts in a heartbeat.”

      Camila started at the ground and looked up long legs that curved into a huge arse and then into a small waist before the beach balls appeared. Camila’s eyes widened. Now those were big cíochas. She looked farther up to huge, bright red lips with blindingly white teeth behind them. Well, at least the flashes of white she could see as the woman and Aniyah started threatening each other. Camila took in the smooth skin, the sculpted nose, the perfect cheekbones, and then . . . those eyelashes. Camila had never seen so many eyelashes before. They were so long the woman’s eyes could hardly open. And so thick they almost resembled feather dusters.

      “Nikki, you apologize or I will make you,” Aniyah threatened.

      Camila should interject, but Nikki blinked and the eyelashes moved in a mesmerizing flutter. Nikki knocked Camila out of her trance quite literally when she stiff-armed her and Aniyah to rush past them.

      “Wyatt, darling! Did you miss me?”

      Wyatt ducked and bobbed like a prizefighter as Nikki and her puckered lips tried to knock him out with a kiss. Well, enough was enough. Camila might not have knockout worthy cíochas, but she wouldn’t let some woman attack her boyfriend.

      “Pardon me,” Camila said, darting between them. She heard Wyatt sigh with relief as he hid behind her. “We haven’t met yet. Are you new to Keeneston?”

      The eyelashes fluttered again and transfixed, Camila couldn’t stop herself from reaching for them. “Don’t touch, mongrel. You already ruined my shirt. These are real mink eyelashes. They’re the most high-end of all eyelash extensions and your grubby little paws would ruin them.”

      “Enough!”

      Camila, Nikki, and even Aniyah, who was ready to jump back into the fray, froze. In two months, Camila had never heard Wyatt raise his voice. His one word command was harsh, and when Camila turned around, Wyatt’s kind gaze was narrowed and his face was now all sharp angles as he clenched his jaw.

      “You’ve gotten away with a lot, Nikki. But you will not disrespect my girlfriend. Do you understand me?” Wyatt snapped.

      “Girlfriend?” Nikki sputtered as she blinked quickly in shock. Her lashes could fan the whole café. “I go overseas for two months and you have a girlfriend?” Nikki’s voice rose and suddenly a little redheaded guy in a deputy’s uniform hurried from the back of the café.

      “Welcome home, Nikki. Let me take you home and you can tell me all about your trip to Rahmi, Bermalia, Italy, Greece, and everywhere. It sounded like the trip of a lifetime.”

      “Thank you, Andy,” Nikki said, puffing up her chest. “It was. You should have seen the palace,” she said as Deputy Andy escorted her from the café.

      “Sorry about that. Nikki is rather . . . territorial,” Wyatt said, taking a deep breath. “I didn’t realize she was back.”

      “Does she have reason to be territorial? Has she peed on your leg before?” Camila asked, crossing her arms over her sports-bra-smushed chest that did look non-existent next to Nikki’s.

      “Sugar, that woman has probably peed on the mailbox of every single male in the county. Doesn’t mean she has a claim,” Aniyah said with a shake of her head. “But I have to confess. I wanted to touch those lashes, too. They looked so soft. Like a fluffy little bunny butt on each eye.”

      Camila lost her battle and laughed out loud. “You’re right. Once you look at them, you can’t look away.”

      “Gauging by the handprints on her shirt, maybe I should ask if you’re going to leave me,” Wyatt winked and the tension was broken. Camila couldn’t be upset about who Wyatt had dated in the past, but she doubted Nikki was his style. Either that or he had a near-death experience with her cíochas that sent him running into her less life-threatening breasts. She looked down at them and smiled. She pictured Wyatt’s tongue and hands doing what he’d done the night before and had her answer. He loved her cíochas, not Nikki’s.

      “Too much of a handful for me. I’m afraid I might deflate them.”

      “More like they’d suffocate you. Camila got her head stuck between them,” Aniyah told Wyatt as they headed for two empty tables.

      “I got pictures!” Miss Lily interrupted happily.

      Wyatt looked down at his phone and burst out laughing. “Thanks, Miss Lily! This might be my screen saver.”

      Camila laughed and playfully slapped at his arm as the door opened again and Aniyah rushed into her fiancé’s arms, talking a mile a minute about the Nikki encounter.

      “Seriously, though, are you okay?”

      “Yes. I’ve been around snooty people before, but never someone like her. But enough of that. The horses are on their way to Frankfort and the tack was loaded into the Ashton van.”

      Wyatt’s hand reached across the table and took hers in his. “If I can finish early tomorrow, I can come up and catch your evening practice.”

      “That would be great. But don’t feel as if you have to. I have this all under control. And I won’t be pushing any of the horses yet. I want them to be a surprise. I’ll just be getting them used to their surroundings and letting them stretch their legs a bit.”

      “I’m not worried about your training of the horses. I want to come up to see you.”

      “In that case, bring dinner from the café. The extended stay hotel room I rented is only near fast food, and I’ve become spoiled with the food here.”

      Camila relaxed and they talked as they ate. All too soon, though, it was time to go. Wyatt had a patient, and she needed to get to Frankfort. As she walked out hand in hand with him, all the friends she’d made called out to her, wishing her luck. She felt as if she had a whole cheering section behind her. And knowing Wyatt was the loudest of her supporters made her ready to prove what she could do.

      “I’ll miss having you in my bed,” Wyatt whispered as he looked into her eyes. His hand raised to cup her face as his thumb gently traced her cheek.

      “I’ll miss that, too. But, I’m excited to see if my training methods worked. Nervous too, though.”

      “I have no doubts, Camila. Your training philosophy is sound and your methods are in the best medical interest of the animals. I wish more trainers would adopt them.”

      Camila smiled up at Wyatt and he bent to kiss her. His lips met hers and she leaned into him. “I’ll talk to you tonight and hopefully see you tomorrow,” Wyatt said when the kiss ended.

      He turned and opened the car door for her. As she drove away, Camila realized why she felt as if something was missing. She should have told him she loved him.
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      The next day Wyatt pulled into the parking lot at Capitol Park Raceway stables. People were running from the barns toward the track. That was never a good sign during a practice.

      Wyatt grabbed his medical bag and sprinted for the track. The first person he recognized was Carter’s tall frame climbing over the rails to get onto the track. Then he saw Carter’s trainer, Arnold, and Desert Sun’s trainer, Joel Stinton, duck under the railing and run onto the track.

      “Get the track vet and an ambulance!” Wyatt heard Camila scream. Carter practically hurdled the railing to get to her. There was a group of other jockeys and their horses standing off to the side watching with worried looks as track officials raced in from all directions. That’s when Wyatt saw the reason. Camila and Carter were trying to lift a horse off its side. When Arnold and Joel moved slightly, he saw it wasn’t just the horse that was hurt.

      One of Desert Sun Farm’s horses was unresponsive. The animal was lying on its side, crushing their practice jockey, Javier. Javier was screaming in pain as men struggled to free him. Wyatt slammed down onto his knees on the dirt track. His hands were already checking the horse for leg injuries and feeling for a pulse.

      The horse was lifted enough that Javier was pulled free, but Wyatt was focused on listening to the horse’s heart. Wyatt turned to Camila as she ordered people not to move Javier any more than necessary until the ambulance arrived.

      “Camila!” Wyatt shouted to get her attention. “Run to my truck and get the tack box with the medicine in it. Hurry!”

      “How is he?” Joel asked as he kept an eye on Javier as well.

      “He’s in lone A-fib. His heart is out of sinus rhythm. Was he being pushed hard?” Wyatt asked.

      “No. In fact, Javier was trying to rein him in. He was fine when I left him in the barn after Javier mounted. But by the time he was on the track, he was wild. I thought something spooked him. Then he just fell down.”

      While Camila was getting the medicine, Wyatt had an intravenous port ready to draw blood before flushing the port. Desert Sun Farm would never cut corners to win. They wouldn’t be drugging their horses. But something wasn’t sitting right with Wyatt. He looked around at all the faces watching. The racetrack had over two hundred fifty full-time employees ranging from the president to maintenance, plus the horses, owners, trainers, jockeys, stable hands, and race commissioners—the number of people who could access these horses was very high. The question was, was this horse drugged? And if so, who did it?

      He’d know tomorrow. Wyatt pocketed the blood. He was going to take it to the lab personally and oversee the testing.

      “Here!” Camila stopped and set down the large metal box.

      Wyatt worked quietly and efficiently as his hands knew exactly what he was looking for—the quinidine gluconate. His fingers clasped the container and pulled it from the box. He measured out the dosage and injected it into the port.

      Wyatt held his breath as he listened to the heart. He would confirm with an EKG, but he knew exactly what had happened. Rapid heart rate, arrhythmia, and fainting . . . it was atrial fibrillation. And knowing this horse had no previous history of A-fib, he knew it was a lone event most likely brought on by either the racing or being poisoned. He looked at his watch. He needed to give another bolus treatment in ten minutes.

      Wyatt looked up and around as the horse’s eyes began to flutter open. “Where the hell is Kyle? Screw it. Joel, bring up the Desert Sun van. I’m taking him back to Keeneston with your permission.”

      Joel had the phone to his ear and said something into the phone before nodding. “Mo insists on it.”

      “We’ll get that right up here,” Bud said, having appeared at some point while Wyatt had been too busy to notice.

      Javier was loaded in the ambulance and Joel looked conflicted on whom to go with. “Go with Javier. I’m sure he’s scared.”

      Joel nodded and ran for the ambulance. Javier looked relieved as the ambulance doors closed and took off for the hospital. The Desert Sun Farm van was brought onto the track. Finally, Kyle and his team showed up with the stretcher and their own horse ambulance.

      “What are you doing?” Kyle demanded. “The horse comes to my facilities.”

      “The horse owner is emailing his release to allow me to take his horse back to Keeneston. He’s insisting on it, and I’m not one to cross a prince. Are you?” Wyatt asked as the Desert Farm and Ashton Farm crews, with the aid of Camila and Bud, loaded the horse into the van.

      Kyle pursed his lips. “I want to come, too.”

      “I’ll send you my report.”

      Wyatt turned to join the horse but Kyle stopped him. “This is my race track, Davies.”

      “And that’s my patient. Excuse me.”

      “Two of your horses going down makes me wonder what kind of care you’re giving them.”

      Wyatt stopped walking and slowly turned to face Kyle. Wyatt’s hand was closed in a tight fist and his jaw was tightly clenched as he stalked toward Kyle. “Are you accusing me of something? Because if you are, you better be damn sure about it or I’ll come after you with everything I got. Do you understand me? I will destroy your entire career and not think twice about it.”

      “Is that a threat?” Kyle asked, but the smug look on his face was gone.

      “Yes,” Wyatt said simply before turning back to the van and climbing inside. A track representative was huddled in the corner silently observing as Wyatt got to work.

      “I’ll see what I can hear,” Camila said softly. “Call me later.”

      Wyatt was too angry to speak. He’d worked his whole life to build his own reputation and a great one at that. To have his ethics called into question by that asshole? His temper was raging and he didn’t trust himself to speak. He nodded his head and thumped on the side of the van to indicate they should close it up and go.

      

      Camila didn’t look at Dr. Kyle Avery, but she moved closer to him. She grabbed Bud’s arm and whispered, “Come on. Let’s get closer and hear what he’s saying.”

      Bud nodded and pulled out his phone and put it up to his ear. Every now and then he’d say something random, like, “yes, tonight is fine.” All the while they were moving closer to the group of people huddled around Dr. Kyle.

      Camila had only been there a day, but she already knew Carter from Keeneston. She hadn’t met the famous Arnold Cushions, though. She’d been avoiding him since he knew her father and if he thought about it, he might figure her out.

      Carter stood with his hands on his hips and his mouth in a frown. Arnold was nodding. Around him were some stable hands, a couple of the jockeys, a member of the racing commission, and the track higher-ups.

      “I’m telling you, Wyatt Davies is a phenomenal veterinarian and is the best equipped to treat that horse. Plus, Prince Mohtadi Ali Rahman insisted on it. If you’d like, I can call His Highness right now and tell him you are thinking of censuring his veterinarian for following his orders,” Carter snapped at some racetrack official.

      “It wasn’t too long ago, Mr. Ashton, that your horse had to be euthanized at this track. How do we know you and Dr. Davies aren’t both being irresponsible with your treatment of the horses?” Dr. Kyle accused.

      Carter narrowed his eyes as he stepped closer to tower over the vet. Before anything could be said, the track exec stepped in. “Now calm down. There’s no evidence of any foul play. And while it’s not recommended to move an injured horse, an owner has the right to do so. Why don’t we all calm down? I have sent a track representative with Dr. Davies to investigate the incident. End of discussion.”

      Neither Carter nor Dr. Avery looked as if it were the end of the discussion, but they both nodded in agreement as the group began to break up. Soon it was just Carter, Kyle, and Kyle’s assistant glaring at each other.

      “I have your number, Ashton, and I’m coming after you,” Kyle threatened.

      Camila gave up all pretense of not eavesdropping as she and Bud backed up Carter. “You gobshite,” Camila said, stepping between the men who looked as if they were ready to come to blows. Kyle looked confused and Camila rolled her eyes at him. “You idiot,” she said, using the American term. “Do you really think Ashton Farm and Desert Sun Farm, two of the most respected farms in the world, are causing their horses’ injuries?”

      “There’s a common connection, isn’t there?” Kyle asked smugly.

      Camila started to talk, but Bud put his hand on her arm to stop her. “I know I’m just a country boy with none of your extra learnin’, but even I know if there’s something going on, it’s not usually the horse farm owners or their private vet behind it. Tell me again how many track veterinarians have been suspended for cheating?”

      “Me?” Kyle screamed, his voice going up three octaves.

      “So maybe we right better calm down and wait for the report to come in, huh?” Bud asked calmly. “And remind me, Dr. Avery. What did that report on Mr. Ashton’s horse that had to be euthanized say?”

      Kyle slammed his mouth shut.

      “What was that?” Bud asked again.

      “That there were no illegal substances found. It was an accident,” Kyle said between gritted teeth as he stared down Carter.

      “Great!” Bud said cheerfully. “Now we’ve got that settled. Let’s get back to work.”

      Camila reached out and took Carter’s hand as Bud led them from the track. She had to give Carter a tug, but he finally followed them. “Thanks, you two. I’m afraid I would have punched him and gotten suspended. He’s also the type of jerk to egg you on and then file charges.”

      Bud let out a whistle. “Reagan would shoot him after she took a strip from your hide for getting into a fight.”

      Carter finally laughed and Camila saw his shoulders slump. “Kyle is right about something. I knew my horse’s death was suspicious, but this is so eerily similar. The horse was feeling no pain or fear as it raced across the track at breakneck speed. Only this time, it was a heart issue instead of a fall.”

      The group was quiet as they made their way back to the barn. “Guys,” he called out to his stable hands. Some were from Ashton Farm, but most were from the racetrack. “Break into groups of two and pick a night to stay here. Horses will be watched twenty-four seven.”

      “I’ll stay here tonight,” Bud said to her. “I can put a sleeping bag in the extra stall.”

      “We can trade off nights.”

      “How about I take three nights and then you take one night?” Bud offered. “I really enjoy camping.”

      “You tell me whenever you want me to stay and I will.”

      “Don’t worry,” Carter said, joining them. “I’ll have my guys keep an eye on your horses, too. And I won’t doubt for a second that Mo and Ahmed will send a whole platoon of soldiers to guard the stables.”

      “Thanks, Carter,” Camila said before Carter headed back to the barn.

      The shock waves of scandal were rolling through the track. Was it illegal drugs? Was it a horse that should never have been cleared to run? Or was it just an accident?

      Camila went back to the barn and saddled up a sweet girl who would be racing. It was time to take her out on the track to get used to it. Yesterday she allowed the horses to get used to their new stalls. This morning she took them out to the track and walked them around. Now it was time to take them out again for a slow jog around the track once again. She talked to the horse in her soft, calm voice and sang an old Irish folk song when she got a little nervous in front of the grandstand.

      The track began to empty as Bud and Camila brushed all the horses down. She gave them each a carrot and told them how proud she was of them. It had been hard to focus on the horses when she wanted to know how Wyatt was. But this was her shot to make her own mark, and she wasn’t going to lose focus.

      “What would it take for a girl like you to have dinner with a guy like me?”

      Camila smiled as Gent licked the carrot from her hand.

      “What do you think, Gent? Should I go out with your da?”

      “I brought a basket from the café,” Wyatt said, and Camila laughed.

      “I’m yours.”

      Camila turned around and her heart hurt. Wyatt looked worn down. There were darker circles under his eyes and his whole body was wound tighter than a clock. Wyatt took a deep breath and opened his arms. She didn’t even think. In two steps she was in his arms and hugging him tight. “How are you?”

      “Better now that I’m with you.”

      Wyatt leaned down and slowly placed his lips to her forehead and kissed her. He held her tightly. As he did so, Camila felt like weeping for him. She could feel his body tight with worry and she wished she could take some of the pressure from him.

      “Come on. I know the perfect place to have dinner,” Camila said, taking his hand and leading him from the barn.
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      Wyatt took a deep breath as they sat in the grandstand overlooking the track. No one was around except some stable hands who had been at the barns. In the completely empty grandstand, it felt as if they were the only two people in the world.

      “Tell me about it,” Camila said softly as she pulled items out of the basket on the chair between them. While she said the words softly, Wyatt knew an order when he’d heard it.

      “I don’t understand it,” Wyatt finally confessed.

      “That explains your unease,” Camila said, understanding him perfectly. It was one of the things he appreciated about her. She got him.

      “Yes. As a person rooted in medicine and science, I have to have an answer.”

      “The blood tests?” Camila asked as Wyatt speared his hair with his fingers and he ran them over his head in frustration.

      “Negative. All negative. It’s just like Carter’s horse. I was sure there would be drugs present, but nothing. The track rep was there and watched the whole thing. He’s filing a report saying it was an undiagnosed heart condition.”

      “Was it?”

      Wyatt leaned forward. He placed his elbows on his knees and stared out at the darkened track. “According to all the tests I’ve run, it looks like a lone A-fib event. But I know that horse didn’t have a heart condition. I’ve been the sole vet for both Carter and Mo for years. I know every single one of their horses. My notes from one week ago read: Healthy on Exam. I listened to his heart, Camila. I ran an EKG. I would have detected anything irregular.”

      “And that’s what’s not sitting right. The tests say one thing, but your gut another.”

      Wyatt let out a long breath and nodded. “Yes. How stupid does that sound?”

      “I’m Irish, Wyatt. We believe in the aos sí, the Irish fairy folk, and respect seers. So, no, it doesn’t sound stupid to me. Tell me, what the puzzle pieces are and we’ll see if we can put them together.”

      Wyatt nodded. He’d been trying to figure it out on his own, but sharing his thoughts with Camila was helping him. “Both incidents happened at this racetrack. Both horses were from Keeneston. Both horses were new to racing and were considered long shots. Both horses felt no pain and were excitable minutes before the accident. And both horses had clean blood tests.”

      “Both also have you as their vet.”

      “Your point?” Wyatt asked a little harshly. Kyle’s accusations still stung.

      “What better way to tear you down than to ruin your professional career and taint you as a cheat? If you’re a cheat, no one would want to work with Wyatt Farms either.”

      Wyatt was stunned. “I never factored myself into it. But why would someone want to take me down?”

      Camila’s brow wrinkled in thought. “I don’t know. But it’s worth at least paying attention to potential rivals. And it really could have nothing to do with you either.”

      “I had been so sure it was Cobra Venom powder or frog juice,” Wyatt said, looking back out at the track again. “Now I don’t know anything. Is it the horses? Is it Carter or Mo? Or is it me they’re trying to hurt?”

      “How do you know it’s not Cobra powder? I thought you couldn’t test for it.”

      “My cousin Piper is a scientist.”

      Camila laughed out loud. It was so unexpected Wyatt jerked with surprise. “What?”

      “Of course you have a cousin who would know. You have a hundred of them. And people think the Irish have big families.”

      Wyatt grinned and took a couple regular breaths. “After Carter’s horse went down, I had her test the blood. Piper is a chemical genius. She developed a test for a whole range of obscure cheats like the Cobra powder. She’s going to sell her lab’s services to the racing association.”

      “And so the test was negative?”

      “Right. Negative for Cobra powder. Negative for frog juice that they use for the dermorphin. Negative for everything.” Wyatt paused. His mind was moving faster then his mouth so he let it run loose and hung on. Words, parts of ideas, and then finally the whole picture came around. “It’s new and it’s manmade.”

      “There’s always someone wanting to cheat the system,” Camila said with a frown. “But surely Carter and Mo aren’t in it together?”

      Camila had mentioned puzzle pieces and now they all snapped together. “No. It’s someone else. What better way to test something new? You don’t want to use it on your own horses because it will draw attention.”

      “So you poison someone else’s and see how their horses react. If the vet or the racing commission figures it out, then they go down instead of you.” Camila shook her head. “It’s actually bloody brilliant. The question is: who is smart enough and has enough resources to pull this off?”

      “I don’t know. But what I do know is that I don’t want you here by yourself.”

      “Do you think I’m in danger?”

      “You could be or, more likely, the horses are.”

      Camila was quiet for a moment. “I’ll stay with Bud at the track. We’ll be together and we can protect the horses.”

      Wyatt raised his eyebrow. “You’re going to stay in the barn?”

      “Yes. I won’t put myself at risk. You need to concentrate on yourself and the horses, not worrying about me. But I have to be able to be here to work with the horses, too. This is the solution I thought of.”

      “Come home with me tonight. It’s only a thirty-minute drive. Let me work on a solution we can both live with.”

      Camila shook her head. “My place is here. I’ll be fine. I promise. It won’t be the first time I’ve slept in a barn.”

      She reached out and covered his hand. He felt her comforting touch but also her strength. And right then he knew what he had to do.
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      “Who is here so late?” Wyatt heard his mom ask his dad through the door to their house.

      It was almost midnight as Wyatt stood at his parents’ door and rang the bell. He heard their dogs barking as the front porch light was flipped on and the door opened. His dad stood with his graying hair messed as if he’d just been woken up. Wyatt also noticed the gun his dad slipped behind his back. After all, anything after midnight was never good.

      “Sorry to bother you, Dad.”

      “Wyatt, honey, is that you?” his mom asked as she walked forward. She tied her robe and then froze. “Is this about what happened at the track today? Are you okay?”

      “You know what happened today?” Wyatt asked, following his dad into the house and closing the door. They made their way to the kitchen and stood around the island while his mom fussed about.

      “Of course I do. DeAndre told me all about it. I never liked Kyle. He’s always been an arrogant ass. How dare he accuse you of malpractice?”

      “It was like DeAndre was there,” Wyatt said dryly. The state trooper knew everything. People in town couldn’t figure out how. Miss Lily swore aliens told him. Miss Daisy thought he was a psychic. Miss Violet thought he had the town bugged like the NSA.

      “Well, no one believes it for a second. And certainly not Carter or Mo,” his mother said, finally coming to a stop beside his father.

      “That’s not why I’m here.” Wyatt took a deep breath. “I need to borrow some money.”

      “Is the farm really in that much danger?” his mom asked quietly.

      “It’s not directly for the farm,” Wyatt told them. His father remained quiet. They both knew how much Wyatt hated to have to ask.

      “It doesn’t matter what it’s for, sweetheart,” his father said gently to his mother before leaving the room. He returned a second later with the checkbook. “How much do you need?”

      “Ten thousand dollars.”

      His mother’s eyes went wide, but his father didn’t hesitate to write the check.

      “What . . .?”

      “Katie, it doesn’t matter,” his father said, cutting off his mother with his nickname for her and handing Wyatt the check. “Wyatt has never asked us for anything. If he wants to tell us he will.”

      “Thank you.” Wyatt let out a long breath. He took the check as they moved to the front door. “It’s for security.”

      His father’s face hardened and his mother’s looked worried, but they didn’t press.

      “I’ll pay you back.”

      “Nonsense,” his mother said finally. “Your father is right. You’ve never asked us for anything. If it’s your safety you’re worried about, this is the least we can do. You’re our son. We’d do anything for you.”

      Wyatt took another deep breath and let it all out. “It’s not for me. It’s for Camila and the horses.”

      His mother opened her mouth and then shut it. His father looked thoughtful. He might be the retired sheriff, but that didn’t stop decades of law enforcement training to be forgotten. He was putting it all together. He nodded finally.

      “Do you want some off-duty officers? Luke, Andy, and Cody could rotate.”

      “No, I’m going to hire Aiden’s agency.”

      “Good idea. They can work around the clock. Let us know if you need anything else.”

      Wyatt stood at the door wanting to say it all, yet at the same time not wanting to say a word. He wanted to tell them he found love but he was worried he was putting her at risk. He wanted to tell them he found a way to bring Wyatt Farm back to the top, but Ruth’s Gentleman hadn’t even raced yet. He wanted to tell them he thought he was being framed. He wanted to tell them everything, but he didn’t. It wasn’t his way. Instead he turned stiffly toward them and tilted the corner of his lip up. “Thank you.”

      His father reached forward and clasped Wyatt to him before his mother wrapped her arms around them both. “I know you’re the quiet one. I know you’re the strong one. But everyone needs someone at his back and you have us. No questions asked. We will always have your back.”

      Wyatt relaxed into the hug before pulling away. “Thank you. I love you both.”

      “We love you, too,” his mother said, placing a kiss on his cheek before he stepped into the darkness.

      

      “Who’s here this late at night?”

      Wyatt would have grinned at his cousin Piper’s words but then her husband, Aiden Creed, opened the door without bothering to hide the gun in his hand.

      “Wyatt?” he said in his English accent that immediately sent Wyatt’s mind to Camila and her Irish lilt. “What are you doing here?”

      “I need to hire a bodyguard.”

      “This is about those blood tests, isn’t it?” Piper asked.

      “Come in,” Aiden said, opening the door, “and tell me what’s going on.”
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      Camila curled up in her sleeping bag atop a thick layer of straw and dozed. The sound of the horses comforted her until she heard an out-of-place noise. A car door closed, and she and Bud sat up quickly. He reached into the straw and pulled out a large hunting knife.

      “What are you doing?” Camila gasped.

      “I can gut a deer in seconds,” he said as if that explained it. Bud stood up and silently crept to the stall door.

      Camila’s breath caught at the soft sound of footsteps. A shadow appeared in the barely-there yellow glow from the parking lot lights. Bud was a silent hunter as he crouched down with the knife held confidently in his hand.

      Then everything happened at once. A figure appeared, Bud lunged, Bud and the intruder tangled, and suddenly Bud was flying through the air. He landed in a heap next to Camila. His knife was now in the hand of the person standing by the stall door.

      “Well, I think you have better security than I was led to believe.” A petite brunette came fully into view. “I’m Blythe Kencroft. I’m your new bodyguard.”

      Bud let out a low whistle. “Ma’am, you’re so pretty you’d make my bloodhound smile.”

      The perky brunette smiled. “You’re too sweet. Thank you. But if you ever pull a knife on me again, I’ll cut your balls off.”

      “I’m in love,” Bud whispered to Camila.

      “Can I see some identification?” Camila asked, still hesitant of the woman in front of them. Even if she was just a wee little thing, she was fierce.

      “Here’s my card.”

      Blythe Kencroft, Creed Security Services.

      “Creed?” Camila muttered out loud as she tried to place the name.

      “Aiden Creed is my boss. I believe he’s married to Mr. Davies’s cousin, Piper.”

      Camila snapped her fingers. “The scientist.”

      Blythe smiled and took a look around. “Mr. Davies hired me to guard you for the next three weeks. I have a connecting room to you at the motel. Shall we go so you can get a couple of hours of sleep before your morning training session?”

      “Do you need a roommate?” Bud asked with a funny grin on his face.

      Blythe rolled her bronze-colored eyes and shook her head. “If you don’t mind, I will get you a military cot and can turn this into a much better guard station. I trust you with the horses as you have proven yourself capable. We have someone coming to stay the night and relieve you of your duty if you want. You’re welcome to stay, too. His name is Timothy, and he’ll be here tomorrow night at nine. He’ll stay until five in the morning. Try not to attack him with your knife.”

      Blythe handed the knife back to Bud before motioning for Camila to follow. Outside was a black SUV with tinted windows. “Let’s get you some sleep.”

      “This is all wrong,” Camila said, taking in the black pantsuit Blythe was wearing and the black SUV. “It’s too obvious.”

      “I’m adaptable, Miss Callahan. Just tell me what you need.”

      “How well do you know the horse world, Ms. Kencroft?”

      “Miss. And you can call me Blythe. I know show horses.”

      “Similar enough. You have the same kinds of people at both. I don’t want any attention brought to us. If someone really is out there hurting horses, we need to catch them. A show of force might temporarily stop them or move them to target someone else.”

      “And that’s not good?” Blythe asked as she closed the door and started the SUV.

      “No. Because then we won’t catch them. To clear all suspicion from Wyatt, Carter, and Mo, we need to catch the person behind this.”

      Blythe nodded. “Understood. How about an assistant? I don’t know much about training thoroughbreds, but I’m a quick learner.”

      Camila eyed Blythe as she drove. “No, you need to know more about thoroughbreds to pass as an assistant. How do you feel about being a helicopter owner?”

      “That I know how to do. Plus I have this dress I’ve been dying to wear.” Blythe smiled. Camila sat back in the leather seat and smiled to herself. Wyatt was protecting her both while he was here and while he was away. And now she had a plan of her own.
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      “This is the sweetest horse I’ve ever met,” Blythe said as she rubbed the mare’s nose.

      “Meet your new horse, Miss Kencroft. This is Picking Daisies. Or Daisy for short.”

      Blythe was horse owner perfection in designer Wellies, skinny designer jeans, and a pretty top that drew a lot of attention to just the perfect tease of cleavage. The SUV now had a racetrack sticker on the bottom left of the windshield that indicated she was an owner. It also had a new “I love my horse” window sticker on the back.

      “I think you were meant to be my horse,” Blythe said in baby talk to Daisy.  “I read all about you this morning and know all about your mommy and daddy. Yes, I do.”

      Camila chuckled as she got Daisy ready for a faster workout around the track this morning. “You are frighteningly good at this role.”

      “I’m a girly-girl beneath the Kevlar,” Blythe told her as they made their way toward the track. “Don’t you usually have a training jockey to work her out?”

      “Bigger farms do. It’s just the three of us right now. After we win some bigger races, we’ll hire more crew. I already have my eye on that guy.”

      “Who’s he?” They watched a man go flying by on the back of a horse.

      “Bellamy Charron. He’s a training jockey from France,” Camila explained.  “I can’t draw too much attention. I saw him grow up in the European circuit. He never paid me any attention, but like Arnold, the trainer for some of Carter’s horses, if they really thought about it, they’d know who I am.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” Blythe asked.

      “I want to build a name for myself. Not just lean on my father’s accomplishments.”

      Blythe looked up at her. “I understand that.”

      With a squeeze of her legs, Camila moved Daisy onto the track to begin her warm-ups.

      

      “I don’t care what the track policy is on armed guards. The Rahmi guards will be armed.”

      “Who is that?” Blythe asked about the blonde with the slicked-back ponytail, bright red lipstick, and four-inch designer heels.

      Camila dismounted and gave a treat to Daisy. “She works for Prince Zain of Rahmi. They live in Keeneston. Basically, she’s an all-around ballbuster. If you want something done, you put her on it.”

      “Looks like she comes with firepower.”

      “As if you’re not carrying a gun?” Camila teased.

      “Mine’s hidden. She’s carrying a freaking arsenal.”

      Camila looked to the row of soldiers who were at least all in matching black suits instead of fatigues. But all of them had a gun openly displayed on their hip and probably at least one more hidden on them.

      “Only track employees can be armed,” the poor track security officer said.

      “According to whom?”

      “It’s the rules.”

      The blonde rolled her eyes. “Veronica,” Camila said suddenly. “That’s her name.”

      “Well, that’s easy then,” Veronica said, smiling. “We just change the rules.”

      Blythe chuckled. “I like her.”

      By the time Camila finished exercising the stable, a wall of Rahmi guards were surrounding the barn. Carter had gone with a little less obvious approach as there were four men hanging out at the stables in jeans and flannel shirts that most likely covered weapons.

      “Camila!”

      Camila turned to see Veronica walking toward them. She wore a tight black pencil skirt and somehow easily stepped over the horse poop in her path without even looking down. It was quite a sight. “Hello, Veronica,” she called out as she dismounted. Instantly Blythe was by her side, smiling.

      “You, I don’t know,” Veronica said bluntly.

      “Veronica, meet Blythe. She’s my bodyguard and also looking out for the horses during the day. Blythe, this is Veronica. There is nothing she can’t do.”

      Veronica smiled, showing bright white teeth against her still-perfect red lipstick before shaking hands with Blythe. “A pleasure. I wanted to let you know that the guys will also patrol your section of the barn. So don’t shoot them.” Veronica winked at Blythe who smiled back.

      “One of my men will be here at night as well.”

      “Great. I’ll give the guys a heads-up. It was nice seeing you again, Camila. And it was a pleasure meeting you, Blythe.”

      Camila watched Blythe watch Veronica walk away. “Did you see anything while I was practicing?” she asked when Bud joined them.

      “Saw some stable hands from various barns walking around, but they were mostly looking at Veronica.”

      “I saw a couple of men against the rail talking and watching your workouts. Actually, here comes one now.”

      Camila turned to see a sexy man walking confidently toward her. She recognized that walk. It was the walk of someone who had grown up at the track. She took in the designer jeans and boots and the button-up shirt with its sleeves rolled up and already knew this was an owner or owner’s son. He flashed them a smile when he stopped in front of them.

      “Hi,” he said in a clear New York City accent. “I’m Marco Strinati of Aces High racing. I’m looking for Mr. Callahan.”

      Camila froze. Was her dad here? How did he find out?

      “Mr. Callahan?” Blythe asked curiously.

      “Yes,” Marco said before raking his hand through his thick dark brown hair. His skin was olive-toned, but his accent said he was from the United States, not Italy. “He is the trainer for Wyatt Farm, isn’t he?”

      “She,” Camila said with relief. “I’m C.C.”

      The man’s eyebrows rose, but the smile widened. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Are you Irish? Isn’t there a top trainer named Callahan from Ireland?”

      “There are more Callahans than fairies in Ireland.” Camila laughed, not really answering his question.

      “I’d love to talk to you about your program here. I saw you practicing with your horses, and I like your approach. My cousin asked about you after seeing how you handled that unfortunate event yesterday. I was hoping we could all get together and talk shop. He’s looking into starting his own stables, and we’ve been talking about small stables and their practices.”

      “I’d be happy to talk to him. And this is Blythe. She’s the owner of the mare you saw me working.”

      “Enchanted,” Blythe said with a giggle that made Camila bite her lip to prevent from laughing. “And where is your little barn? Or is it a big barn?”

      Marco chuckled, already completely smitten with Blythe. “It’s right behind you. And it’s a big barn. A very big barn.”

      “I look forward to seeing it,” Blythe replied. Her voice was all innocence. The bite of her lip was not.

      “Yo! Leo!” Marco yelled with his hands cupped. Blythe and Camila turned to see a guy walking on the far end of the barn toward Marco’s barn. “This is my cousin, Leo Zampa. Leo, this is C.C. Callahan, the trainer of the horse we were watching. She agreed to talk to us about starting out with a small stable.”

      Leo bore some resemblance to Marco, but not so much that you’d confuse them for brothers. Leo was shorter and stockier. He didn’t exude the charm that Marco had, but he had his own brand of confidence.

      “That’s really nice of you. Thank you.” Leo turned to Marco. “Your father wants us to call.”

      Marco gave him a little nod. “It was very nice meeting you both. I’ll catch you later to set up a time to meet.”

      Camila smiled in response as the two walked away.

      “What do you think?” Blythe asked.

      “I know the stable. His father is pretty big here in the States—Mid-Atlantic and New England, mostly. From all accounts, there haven’t been any issues, but I can make some calls to make sure.”

      “Any stables here that do have a bad rap?” Blythe asked as they made their way back to the barn.

      “Yes. Three of them. White’s Spring Farm is run by Harris White. He’s the patriarch of the very wealthy White family from Florida. Then there’s DP Stables out of New Jersey. It’s a husband-wife team—Dawn and Pauly. But from what I have heard, Pauly runs it and Dawn shops. Last one is Scott Hill Racing. It’s two best friends, Art Scott and Oscar Hill from Kentucky. All of them have some level of bad reputations. Most of it is gossip, but either a trainer, a jockey, or a stable hand have all been fined for infractions ranging from forgetting to report medicine to running their horses into others during a race. Then there’re the accusations without proof, like purposefully holding back the favorite so a long shot won.”

      “What’s the point of that?” Blythe asked.

      “Money. You place a bet on the long shot and it pays out sixty to one, that’s a lot of money. Especially if you bribe enough jockeys for a trifecta placement, getting the first-, second-, and third-place winners in order. That can be worth tens of thousands of dollars.”

      Camila stopped at the barn and turned to Blythe. “That’s why this doesn’t make sense. Ashton Farm and Desert Sun Farm have the money behind them. They don’t need to fix a race. They have Derby contenders and winners and sure, they have some slower horses like the ones that were investigated, but they don’t have everything resting on those two horses. I’ve seen their favorites practice. They don’t need any enhancement.”

      “Well, one thing I know. Money can lead even the best of people into crime.”

      True. Camila just hoped that wasn’t the case with Carter and Mo.

      

      Darkness came to the track at the same time exhaustion did. Camila and Bud finished feeding the horses and got them all tucked in for the night. Blythe loved up on Daisy as she kept an eye out. Bud was putting in fresh hay for the night and Camila was filling up their water when her hose stopped working.

      She turned off the nozzle so it wouldn’t start spraying when she got it turned back on and walked to the end of the barn. The spigot was still running, but the hose had fallen off. While she couldn’t see it, she could hear the water hitting the dirt.

      She rounded the corner of the barn and turned off the water. The water turned to a drip and a shiver ran down her back. There was someone watching her. Instead of staying around, she hurried back into the yellow glow of lights at the barn.

      “Camila, what is it?” Blythe asked, running toward her. “Your face is white as a ghost.”

      “I think someone pulled the hose off the spigot. When I went to put it back on, I would have sworn I felt someone nearby watching me.”

      Blythe had her gun in hand and was racing down through Carter’s end of the barn before slipping into the shadows. Rahmi guards and Carter’s private security both took notice. A member from each team ran toward Camila who quickly filled them in. The Rahmi guard and the private security guard slipped into the darkness. One Rahmi guard and Bud stood on either side of Camila as they stared into the blackness waiting. It seemed like forever, but finally all three people came back around the barn.

      “There was evidence of someone standing no more than five feet from you,” Blythe told her. “We followed the markings in the dirt, but then they got lost in the area between the barns. Too many hoofprints and boot prints to tell the difference.”

      “What could they want?” Camila asked as she wrapped her arms around herself.

      “We’re on high alert, ma’am. We’ll make sure nothing happens to your horses,” the soldier told her.

      The private security officer nodded. “Mr. Ashton told us to take care of you. And we will. I got the water turned back on.”

      “Blythe, why don’t you take Camila back to the hotel and I’ll finish up here. I’ll meet your guy soon and stay here tonight,” Bud said. Camila felt weak, but that had spooked her and right now all she could see in the shadows of the barns was danger.

      “Call me if anything happens.”

      “Of course. Good-night,” Bud told her as he walked her to the SUV.

      It all suddenly felt very real as Blythe set a handgun in her lap as she drove them from the track.
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      It was race week. Wyatt had spent every night with her since she felt someone watching her. He’d come up every night by midnight and was gone by five in the morning. He must have been exhausted. But since it was a feeling she hadn’t been able to shake the entire week, she was thankful for the few hours of sleep she got every night feeling safe in his arms.

      Now she was dressed in a pantsuit getting ready for the first race. Wyatt was examining Picking Daisy with a track representative as Bud got her ready for her upcoming race coming.

      “C.C.! You look beautiful today. Is there anything better than the start of the circuit?”

      Camila turned and smiled at Marco. She’d gotten to know him over the past week and enjoyed talking to him. He knew his stuff and she was actually learning about American horse dynasties from her talks with him.

      But then his eyes narrowed as he looked over her shoulder. Camila turned and saw Wyatt taking a vial of blood with a track rep next to him. He took two. One he handed to the rep. The other he kept.

      “What is that about?” Marco asked.

      Camila shrugged. She knew what it was about: Dr. Kyle Avery. Somehow he was behind this. They went one by one down the stalls collecting blood from every horse as Kyle watched from his parked pickup truck.

      “What do you have going today?” Camila asked, walking up to the track as the first race took off.

      “I have horses in the third, sixth, seventh, ninth, and twelfth races today,” Marco responded.  “I saw you have Daisy in the race coming up. Anything else?”

      “Yes, we also have one in the ninth. Then one racing tomorrow. And two on Saturday.”

      “When is that young one of yours racing? He looks to be around three. I don’t think you’ve ever told me who he is.”

      “He’s just a baby. We haven’t decided if we’re going to race him in the Capitol Stakes race or not.”

      Marco’s eyes went big. “You better hurry. You have to have him entered by Friday. Trying to qualify for the Derby are you?”

      Camila laughed. “I don’t think we’ll qualify. I really don’t know what he’ll do. But why not give it a shot, right?” She hadn’t told anyone about Gent, and she wasn’t going to. Friend or not.

      Wyatt stalked toward them and Marco’s smile fell. “Is everything okay?”

      Camila turned and saw the thunderous look on Wyatt’s face. “Yes. Kyle and Wyatt don’t get along so I’m sure Kyle’s put him in a bad mood.”

      “Wyatt Davies,” Marco said, holding his hand. “Marco Strinati of Aces High. I’ve heard a lot about you this past week.”

      “I’m sure all bad,” Wyatt said with a forced smile. Camila saw that he was trying to read the situation and so she helped him. She reached out and clasped his hand in hers. Marco noticed.

      “No, not at all. In fact, I had already heard about you before. You have an outstanding reputation in the veterinary world. In fact, our friends the Kranskis told us about flying you down to their farm to perform a surgery for them.”

      Wyatt relaxed next to her and then smiled for real. “You’re friends with June and Julius?”

      “Yes. My father and Julius used to work together in New York City before Julius retired.”

      Camila squeezed his hand, then stepped away the two men talked about their mutual friends. Bud had Daisy ready, and Blythe was hovering just like an over attentive owner would. Right now she was quizzing the jockey, Julio, as if she were interrogating him for the FBI. Suddenly the jockey’s face went red and Blythe’s hands went to her hips as she stared down at him.

      “Blythe, let the man do his job,” Camila said with a worried smile.

      “I’m not doing this job,” he said, turning to Camila. “I agreed to race for a fixed price on top of a cut of the winnings. Now I’m learning that you don’t have the money to pay me and the owner here won’t confirm nor deny that.”

      “Where did you hear that?” Camila laughed, but it was a tight laugh because it was true. They didn’t have the money to pay him unless he won. And while Daisy was a good horse, the race was really a crapshoot.

      “It’s all over the jockeys’ room. I’m out.”

      Camila let her head fall back as she cursed up a storm.

      “What’s the matter?” Wyatt asked when he joined her.

      “We lost Julio. Somehow our financial situation has gotten out, and it’s been made clear in the jockeys’ room that we can’t pay them. We’ve been blackballed. I’m going to have to scratch our horses today until we can find enough money to pay the jockey’s up front.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      Camila and Wyatt turned to see who had spoken. She saw a woman with wild red curls pulled back into a ponytail, standing at five feet nothing. More importantly, Camila heard the Irish lilt of her voice and noticed she was dressed as a jockey, but missing the colors of a farm.

      “And who are you?” Wyatt asked with curiosity.

      “Michaela, but everyone calls me Mike. And you’re Dr. Wyatt Davies of Wyatt Farm. Your lines are old and fast. I’ve read the bloodlines of your horses well enough that I know you’ve a contender of a horse that no one even knows about yet.” Her green eyes, the color of the Irish fields, turned to Camila. “And you’re Camila Callahan, daughter of the best trainer in Europe. Interesting that you put your name as C.C. I’m guessing you’re out to do exactly what I am.”

      “And what’s that?” Camila asked as her heart pounded.

      “To prove yourself.”

      

      Wyatt looked down at the female jockey and then over to Camila who looked as if her brain were computing behind her eyes. He could practically see it shifting through information.

      “And you would race for us when it’s been put out we have no money?”

      Mike nodded and her curls bounced. “I know what it’s like to be blackballed. I am, too. We’re a perfect match.”

      Wyatt frowned at that. Jockey’s didn’t become blackballed without a good reason.

      “Bloody hell. You’re Conor Donahue’s daughter,” Camila said so fast Wyatt almost missed it.

      “I told you we were a perfect match. The daughter of Europe’s best trainer and the daughter of Europe’s best jockey. Both of whose fathers refuse to let them into the big leagues.”

      “I haven’t seen you since you were a wee little thing,” Camila said, her accent getting thicker as she talked with another woman from Ireland.

      “You probably saw me last when I was thirteen. My father thought it was cute teaching me how to be a jockey when I was little, but when I stole one of his horses during training to prove I was just as good as he was, he shipped me off to school in Switzerland. I graduated two months ago and now that I’m over eighteen, my father can’t force me to do anything. I tried to find mounts in the United Kingdom, but my father blackballed me. Apparently his reputation is enough to blackball me across the pond, too. No one will let me ride.”

      “Let me talk to Dr. Davies. We’ll be with you in a second.”

      Mike nodded and stood waiting as Camila grabbed Wyatt’s arm and began pulling him off to the side. He turned one last time to Mike and called out to her. “Have you raced at all?”

      Mike’s lips lifted in a small smile. “At the local track during boarding school. I entered under a fake name and ID my roommate got for me. I hold three track records. I was racing there until my dad found out four months ago.”

      Wyatt nodded and turned back to Camila.

      “We should hire her,” they both said at the same time.

      “I have to disclose something, though,” Camila said as she kept her voice low. “Right now we aren’t truly blackballed. We could take the time to find a low-tier jockey to ride for us and earn our way back into the game. However, we could be blackballed for real as soon as you step out in May with Gent being trained by Camila Callahan and ridden by Michaela Donahue.”

      Wyatt didn’t even think about it. He just smiled. “I have literally nothing left to lose. And when we win these big races, and I know we will, I’ll make them beg for breeding rights to Gent. We’re all way undervalued, Camila. And that makes us very dangerous.”

      Wyatt turned back to Mike and strode toward her. “Miss Donahue, welcome to the Wyatt Farm family.”

      

      Wyatt raced to get Michaela the Wyatt Farm silks as Camila filled her in on Daisy. Similar to Camila, Mike seemed calm and unshakable. Wyatt, on the other hand, was a mess. He pulled it together as he handed the silks over to Mike and got everything squared up with the racing official. But he was worried. The last thing he wanted to do was have a poor showing that damaged Wyatt Farm’s reputation.

      “Don’t worry, doc,” Michaela said as he helped her into the saddle. “This is going to be fun.”

      It didn’t feel like fun. It felt very close to vomiting. Camila slipped her hand into his, and he looked at her smiling face. “Breathe,” she said with a little laugh. Wyatt let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding as they made their way to the Ashton Farm box with Bud and Blythe right behind them.

      “I heard the news. Did you have to pull Daisy?” Carter asked as he and Reagan saw them entering the box.

      Each box had six folding chairs. In the middle of the small shelf running along the front of the box was a plaque that read ASHTON FARMS. Blythe took the last open seat in the front row, and then Bud, Camila, and Wyatt filled in the second row.

      “That’s crap,” a woman’s voice said from next to them. Wyatt turned toward the mostly empty Desert Sun box to find Ariana sitting by herself.

      “You’ve heard, too?”

      Ariana nodded. “My horse is racing today, and I heard all about it when I was down at the barns. I tried to order my jockey to pick you up as a client, but he refused. I even offered to cover the cost, but you’ve been blackballed. The thing is, no one could tell me why. They hid behind the fact that you couldn’t pay. But when I offered to pay for you, they still wouldn’t do it.”

      “Thank you for offering, Ariana. It wasn’t necessary, but I appreciate it.” Wyatt leaned back in his chair as the horses paraded by. Blythe stood up and yelled for Daisy, drawing a ton of attention. This was not a big race and Blythe had taken to Daisy as if she really was her owner.

      “Do you think Kyle could be behind this?” Camila whispered.

      “Yes,” Wyatt answered. The same thought was going through his mind. Anger unlike anything Wyatt had ever felt stirred within him. He was not his cousin, Dylan, who had been in Delta Force. He wasn’t like his father, Marshall, who had been Special Forces before becoming sheriff. He was a doctor, raised on good manners and love. His father had shown him how to hold his own, but fighting had never been something Wyatt was interested in . . . until now. Because right now he felt like laying Kyle flat.

      “They’re loading them,” Camila said, gripping his hand tightly. As angry as Wyatt felt, he knew what this one race really meant. It wasn’t just the Wyatt Farm reputation riding on this. It was Camila’s as a female trainer and Michaela’s as a female jockey. They were three underdogs and he hoped like hell they would make their mark on the world. Starting with this race.

      “And they’re off!” the announcer called.

      Camila’s hand tightened as they thundered by with Daisy at the end of the pack. “She’s not dropping back,” Camila said in a tight voice as they rounded the first corner.

      “Those assholes!” Blythe yelled so loudly that people turned to stare. “Don’t you push my horse!”

      Wyatt’s fist tightened in anger until he realized he was squeezing Camila’s hand and not the metal rail. A very determined jockey was pinning Daisy to the rail and bumping her in a clearly aggressive way that should automatically disqualify him.

      “I’ll take him out back and horsewhip him,” Bud grumbled as his face turned red. They were halfway down the backstretch and about to disappear for a quick second behind the scoreboard so Wyatt turned to the video monitor, but the image was on the leader.

      “What happened?” Camila asked when they came back into view. Daisy was shooting up the inside and the one horse that had been pinning her to the rail was now way behind with the jockey trying to stay in the saddle.

      Reagan began to laugh as everyone kept their eyes on the bright red hair flying behind Mike as she gave Daisy her head. “She doesn’t need you to horsewhip him, Bud. She did it herself.” Reagan hooted with glee.

      Wyatt shot a look to Camila and saw a slow grin spread across her face as she realized what Reagan said was true. Mike had used the blind spot to whip the jockey who had been endangering her and Daisy with her riding crop.

      “She’s flying,” Ariana screamed with excitement as Daisy and Michaela seemed as one as they raced toward the finish line.

      “Go Daisy!” Blythe was screaming as she jumped up and down while hitting Reagan with one hand. “She’s so beautiful!”

      Wyatt and Camila stood silently as Daisy and Michaela passed horse after horse on the inside. There was no doubt about Michaela’s skill as a jockey. She saw the field, saw the gaps, and knew how to push Daisy to the best of her ability, making it look as if they were out for a run across a field and not down the homestretch.

      The leader was clearly and safely in the lead, but Wyatt watched as Daisy came neck and neck with the horse in second. Camila gasped and clutched Wyatt’s arm as they watched the battle for second. Mike shifted her hand and patted Daisy’s neck. Daisy responded by surging forward and crossing the finish line second.

      Wyatt shouted and lifted Camila off the ground. By their celebration, it appeared as though they were the winners of the race, but in reality it was validation for the team. And everyone at that track knew Daisy could have won if she hadn’t been pinned to the rail.

      “Are you going to file a report?” Carter asked.

      “I’ll leave that up to Mike. Come on, let’s go see our girls.” Wyatt walked hand in hand with Camila as Bud, Carter, Reagan, Blythe, and Ariana followed behind.

      “What the hell, Davies?” the owner of the horse who had blocked Daisy stormed forward with his jockey, none other than Julio, the jockey who had refused to race for Wyatt just an hour ago. “I’m filing a report against your jockey.”

      Blythe had silently moved to Camila’s side as everyone else moved to Wyatt’s side. They were a wall of silent support as Michaela hopped off Daisy and sauntered over with a smile on her face.

      “Pauly,” Michaela said with a grin at the owner of DP Stables. “I see you found someone to ride for you. Not surprised by who it is. How much did you pay Julio to pin me in? I didn’t know you were this big of an arse.”

      Pauly’s face turned molten. “You bitch!”

      “Then explain to me why your jockey tried to unseat me?”

      “Me? You’re nothing but a hysterical female who hit me for no reason,” the jockey yelled as his voice rose.

      Mike smiled at him. “Yeah, I’m the hysterical one here. And do you really want to file a report? Because I’ll feel the need to disclose I whipped your arse for cheating. The way I see it, things are settled. You tried to cheat. I didn’t let you. Of course, the track stewards have it all on camera so if you want to call for a review . . .” Mike let the threat hang in the air.

      The little jockey cursed in Spanish and stormed off, but not before giving Michaela the bird. Michaela closed her hand and turned it fingers up and shook it back and forth. “Wanker,” she mumbled under her breath as Camila burst out laughing.

      “I’m sorry. He told me it was your jockey, but I think I see the picture clearly now,” Pauly said with a frown. “You’re a hell of a rider, but you better watch your back. He looks like he’s out for blood.”

      “I will,” Michaela said before the owner left. “I should have won. I’m sorry I couldn’t find a way out sooner.”

      Wyatt held out his hand. “You are officially the exclusive jockey for Wyatt Farm now. And by finishing second, you get a commission. We might be blackballed, but we make one hell of a team.”
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      Camila, Michaela, and Bud danced around the stables to the current top pop song, singing at the top of their lungs as they celebrated. Two second-place finishes out of two races. Wyatt Farm, Camila, and Michaela Donahue were getting a nice payday.

      “Excuse me,” a man said, causing Camila to stop dancing. She looked at the racing official standing with Dr. Avery and frowned.

      “What now?” Camila asked as Bud ran to find Wyatt.

      “We need to take blood from the number five horse in the last race,” Kyle said, moving to push past her.

      “For what reason?” Camila asked, putting herself back in his path.

      “On suspicion of drugging your horse. Now get out of the way,” Kyle demanded.

      “Kyle,” the official said in a warning voice before turning to Camila and trying to smile. “We are just here to make sure the rules are being followed.”

      “By all means, then let’s both take blood and have it tested.” Wyatt had arrived.

      “I have no problem with that,” the official said as he shook Wyatt’s hand.

      “That’s arseways right there,” Mike whispered to her. Camila nodded as the group went to draw blood.

      “How much sleep do you need?” Camila asked Mike.

      “Not much, why?”

      “Meet here at two in the morning. I want you to work with Ruth’s Gentleman. We’re going to give these wankers the biggest F.U. possible. We’re going to win the stakes race.”

      

      Blythe, Wyatt, Bud, and Camila were spread out across the track making sure they could see if anyone was around. There wasn’t a soul in the grandstand where Camila was standing. It was actually very spooky as Gent thundered past them in the darkness. Camila didn’t need to see to know how it was going. She could hear it. She felt the rhythm of his stride, felt the power of his hoofbeats, and knew if he was pushing himself by the sound of his breathing.

      And right now he wasn’t pushing himself and was still flying. It gave her goosebumps. She couldn’t wait to see Gent reach his full potential.

      Camila flashed the flashlight on her smartphone to indicate to Mike that they were done. Blythe would move in from the corner and meet her to walk back to the barn. Camila heard the sound of someone coming in the distance and turned toward Blythe. She was about to speak when a hand covered her mouth from behind. A strong arm moved to pin her to a large thick body.

      “Tell your boyfriend to stop digging or you’re next. This is just a taste of what will happen to you if you don’t back off.”

      The hand was removed from her mouth and pinched her nose. Something that felt like a plastic straw was shoved against her lips and when she finally gave in and opened her mouth to breathe, a drop of thick, sweet gel was pushed into her mouth before the hand moved to her cover her mouth again.

      Almost instantly, Camila felt her heart begin to race. Her head swam, her body flushed, and yet she felt no pain. The hand disappeared from her mouth and she turned on him, but he was already gone. The shadows engulfed him so quickly that even her flashlight couldn’t find him.

      But then Camila felt as if her heart would burst. Her breathing was shallow and rapid as she went down to her knees. Sweat poured from her face as Blythe found her. Blythe yelled, but Camila didn’t hear what she said over the roaring of blood pumping through her ears.

      She did see Blythe’s gun drawn and see her on her phone. A second later, Blythe took off and Wyatt was suddenly in front of her. His lips were moving, but she couldn’t hear him. Instead, she clutched her heart, trying to press it down so it would stay inside her.

      “What happened?” she finally heard Wyatt yell. In the distance she saw flashing lights. Blythe reappeared and shook her head as Mike and Bud joined them. Somewhere “Danny Boy” played and took her into the darkness.

      

      “What the hell happened?” Wyatt asked Blythe frantically as Bud ran to get the arriving ambulance.

      “I was coming toward her. I saw her and then all of a sudden someone was there. I ran as fast as I could, and I was about to go after him when Camila dropped to the ground. I’m so sorry. I couldn’t find him,” Blythe said in the least professional manner possible. It was clear to Wyatt that Blythe thought of Camila as a friend, not just a case number.

      “I saw a man in black go around our barn when I took Gent back in,” Michaela added. “I know those soldiers had to have seen him.”

      “Go tell them what happened and make sure the night guard stays with our horses.” Wyatt gave the order and Mike jumped on it while Blythe stood guard. Camila was unconscious and her heartbeat was so rapid he was afraid she’d have a heart attack.

      In a flurry of activity, Rahmi guards arrived. Bud came with the EMTs and then the police arrived. “She has tachycardia. Does she have a history of heart trouble?” an EMT asked.

      “No, she was drugged,” Wyatt told them.

      “What with?”

      “We don’t know.”

      They loaded Camila into the ambulance. “I’ll follow,” Blythe said as she was already on the phone before taking off at a run for her SUV.

      Wyatt slid Camila’s hand into his as they started IV fluids. The Frankfort hospital was only minutes away but it felt like hours. Blythe waited as the EMTs unloaded her.

      Nurses and doctors swarmed her as an EKG confirmed tachycardia before they injected her with medicine to regulate her heart rate. Camila’s eyes fluttered open and Wyatt finally took a deep breath for the first time since Blythe had screamed for help.

      Wyatt silently held her hand as blood was drawn and tests were administered. Finally they were alone with Blythe standing guard outside the door. “Are you okay?”

      “I am now. It’s about you,” Camila said with a voice barely above a whisper.

      “Me?” Wyatt felt it like a dagger to the heart.

      “They said you had to stop digging. That this was just a taste of what they can do. Then he put something in my mouth.”

      Wyatt felt it like a blow—a blow that sent his world spinning.

      “Wyatt, what are you doing?” Camila asked again.

      “I am getting to the bottom of these incidents. I am drawing blood when Kyle is, and I’m helping Piper develop new tests to find out what’s causing these horses to go down.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Camila was angry and Wyatt didn’t need the heart monitor to tell him that.

      “I thought the less others knew, the better. I didn’t want to make you a target. I failed, Camila, I’m so sorry.” Wyatt pulled away but Camila grabbed his hand to stop him.

      “Don’t pull away now. Tell me what Piper has found.”

      “That’s it. She hasn’t found anything.”

      “Take my blood.”

      “What?” Wyatt asked in surprise.

      “We now know it’s a thick liquid injectable that gets placed in the mouth. Swab my mouth and take my blood. Maybe it metabolizes differently in humans?”

      Wyatt was up and opening drawers to find a container and a swab. “Open,” he said as he swabbed her cheek and had her spit in a cup.

      Blythe opened the sliding glass door and pushed aside the curtain. “It looks like you’ve got company. What are you doing?” she asked as Wyatt was pulling a blood collection tube from the cabinet.

      “Stall them. I need to get a blood sample,” Wyatt whispered frantically. Each minute the drug could be dissipating.

      “Do you know how to do that?” Blythe asked.

      “A vein is a vein.”

      “At least he didn’t call me a horse,” Camila said with a little laugh.

      Blythe looked skeptical but closed the door. “I’m sorry, you need to wait just a moment,” Wyatt heard her say to the people coming their way.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?” Camila whispered as Wyatt pulled out his phone.

      “Yeah. I’m watching a video on how to do it.”

      He didn’t see Camila’s eyes go wide as he watched. Instead, he finished it and didn’t want to tell her it wasn’t all too different from a horse as he went to work. She was quiet and never questioned him, but he saw the worry in her eyes.

      “Done.” Wyatt slipped the now full vial of blood and the swab into his pocket. “I’ll give these to Bud to run back to Keeneston and have Piper start working on it immediately.”

      Camila nodded, and as voices began to rise in the hallway, Wyatt opened the door. It wasn’t the doctors. There were two state troopers looking pissed off at Blythe, and Blythe looking quite pleased with herself.

      “Can I help you?” Wyatt asked.

      “We have some questions for Miss Callahan. If you’ll wait outside, I’ll let you know when we’re done.” The trooper stood with his hat in hand and not looking like he’d take no for an answer.

      But that didn’t stop Wyatt. “No. I’m sorry. I can’t allow that.”

      The trooper raised his eyebrow.

      “Out now or I’ll arrest you,” he said, deadly serious.

      “My father was the sheriff of Keeneston. I know you don’t have a right to interview a person without their permission,” Wyatt challenged.

      The man’s jaw worked. “Fine. You can stay.”

      Wyatt moved to take a seat next to Camila as they looked up at the troopers. “Did you catch the man who attacked me?”

      “That’s what we want to talk to you about. How long have you been taking drugs?”

      “What?” Camila shouted, bringing Blythe running into the room.

      “We aren’t going to arrest you, Ms. Callahan. We’re trying to determine if this is a drug deal gone bad,” the trooper said calmly.

      “I don’t use drugs,” Camila said firmly.

      The troopers looked at each other and Wyatt could feel the air from the big eye rolls they did.

      “Why do you think she does drugs?” Wyatt asked as his brain started turning.

      “Her symptoms are identical to those with a new street drug called Popular. We’re investigated the attack, but it’ll help us know which direction to go in if Ms. Callahan is honest about her drug use.”

      Wyatt looked to Camila, and he actually felt like smiling. They did get a break in the case. All they needed was a different kind of test run. Human doctors were more abreast of the new street drugs than equine doctors.

      “Tell me all about Popular,” Wyatt said, turning the questions onto the troopers. “When did it appear? How do you test for it? What are its main ingredients?”

      One of the trooper’s phones rang, and he stepped out to answer it. The other trooper looked to Camila and then to Wyatt before answering. “It’s about three to four months old. From what we can tell, it’s a synthetic upper along the lines of meth. We haven’t been able to reverse engineer it yet, but we’ll find elevated levels of myoglobin in her blood if she’s been using it, just like you do with other drugs. Why?”

      “When Camila was attacked, she was told to make me back off. The reason she was warned was because I believe there’s a new drug being used to cheat in horse racing. I think they’re giving it to slower horses with the owners completely unaware so that they can test it out without any attention on them. I’m working with my cousin to try to solve what’s in it,” Wyatt explained.

      The other trooper entered the room and whispered to his partner before turning to them. “You’re friends of DeAndre?”

      “Yes,” they both said at the same time.

      “And Aniyah,” Camila added.

      The troopers’ serious faces broke into a smile.

      “She’s a hoot,” one of them said.

      “With a heart of gold,” Camila said in the most Irish accent Wyatt had heard from her.

      “Okay,” the trooper said, turning back to them. “I’m Danny and this is my partner, Ned. So, this is not a street drug deal gone bad. Tell me everything you have, and I’ll send the test results to you to help you figure out what they’re giving to the horses. But we share everything, okay?”

      Wyatt agreed as Ned looked at his phone. “DeAndre is going to join us.”

      “You think Aniyah sent him with those cookies she makes?” Danny asked, suddenly sounding completely different from the stern trooper he had been just five minutes earlier.

      The door opened and DeAndre stepped in with a big container. Oh yeah, he brought the cookies. “How did you get here so fast?” Ned asked.

      “A Rahmi soldier called Mo, who told his son Zain, who called Carter, who told his wife, Reagan, who then called her sister Riley, who called Aniyah. How are you feeling, Camila?”

      “That made perfect sense to me, so I guess I’m feeling better,” Camila said with a grin that made Wyatt relax a little.

      “Piper sent me with this,” DeAndre said, handing a small cooler to Wyatt. Wyatt just shook his head and put the blood and saliva samples into it. “I hear we have a horse issue to solve. Tell us all about it.”
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      “Wyatt, I’m fine. I can walk,” Camila said as Wyatt carried her from Blythe’s SUV into his house in Keeneston. His driveway was very full for three in the morning.

      “Lord have mercy. Look at how pale you are!” Aniyah cried as she and Katelyn rushed forward.

      “How are you feeling?” Katelyn asked as she put the back of her hand to Camila’s forehead. Camila smiled and took her hand in hers.

      “I’m fine. And I really can walk,” Camila said as Katelyn shook her head.

      “Not until you’ve had a full night’s sleep. Wyatt, put her straight to bed.”

      “That was my plan, Mom.”

      “Don’t I have a say in this?” Camila asked as Wyatt carried her upstairs past the friends and family members.

      “No, you don’t,” Wyatt told her before laying her on the bed and taking off her shoes.

      She might be fine, but she was exhausted. Wyatt helped her undress and the muffled sound of people talking downstairs was surprisingly soothing. She felt safe and loved. And with that, her eyelids began to droop.

      Camila didn’t realize she’d begun to doze off. Her eyelids were heavy and she didn’t open them as she felt Wyatt pull the quilt up to her chest. The voices began to fade, and through the haze of sleep she felt Wyatt’s lips ever so softly press against hers. “I swear I will protect you with my life. No one will ever hurt you again,” she heard him whisper before sleep took her.

      

      Wyatt walked down the stairs and everyone quieted down as soon as they saw him. “I’ll kill the bastard,” he said simply before handing the cooler to Piper. “Find out how this is made. I’ve emailed you the results on the new street drug they found in her system.”

      “What’s the name of the drug?” Sloane asked. It was hard to remember that she came from a drug cartel family. She’d escaped them, taking the recipe for the drug with her so she could save as many people as possible. Her family had been taken down and now Sloane was free from their torture. She and Gabe lead a very happy life, balancing her school counseling with his diplomatic duties.

      “Popular. It’s a synthetic upper like meth,” Wyatt told her.

      Sloane nodded and took a deep breath. She pulled out her phone and began punching numbers. “I know someone who can tell us about Popular and where it came from.”

      Gabe put his hand on her arm to stop her. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I want to help.” Sloane put her phone to her ear and walked into the kitchen.

      Wyatt frowned as he looked at Gabe’s worried face. Sloane was going back to her past for him—a past that had almost killed her.

      “I’m adding more security to the barn and for you and Camila,” his father said into the silence, drawing attention from where Sloane was talking on the phone. “Andy is going to fill in locally at the sheriff’s station so Cody and Luke can help Blythe.”

      “Do you still want me on your team?” Blythe asked Wyatt. “I understand if you don’t.”

      “I do. You wanted to be with Camila. We asked you to secure the rail, which you did after checking the grandstand. I think it’s we who should be apologizing to you.”

      “I’m just happy to still be on the team. I want to bring this guy down.”

      “All the rest of my team are already on assignment, but I’m happy to help myself. And I know others will, too,” Aiden said after giving a nod of approval to Blythe.

      The room quieted as a visibly upset Sloane made her way back into the living room. “Are you okay, babe?” Gabe asked, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her to his chest for a hug.

      Sloane nodded her head against him before taking a deep breath and turning to the room. “I called a guy I knew in Chicago. The rumor is Popular is from South America. It’s a synthetic derived from some poisonous frog they have down there. It’s new. Brand new. You take it like LSD tabs.” Sloane paused. “My guy said he’d talk to Piper. Apparently dealing to people is okay in his eyes, but forcing it on horses is cruel and he wants to help take them down.”

      Piper rolled her eyes. “A drug dealer trying to figure out complex chemicals?”

      “He’s not a dealer. He’s a creator. He has more degrees than you do in chemistry. Only instead of helping people, he followed the money to the dark side.”

      “I’m not letting him near my wife,” Aiden said in a tone that no one dared argue with.

      “Honey, we can do everything via email.” Piper injected, sounding intrigued.

      Sloane nodded. “I didn’t give him your real name just like I don’t have his real name. You can set up a dummy account to correspond with him. It’s safer that way.”

      “I’m not putting my cousin at risk,” Wyatt said worriedly.

      “She won’t be,” Sloane promised. “He’s a scientist, and he’ll respect her scientific abilities if she respects his.”

      “Great. Give me his info.” Piper didn’t look as worried as her husband did. “The faster we figure this out, the faster we can find out who is making it and shut this whole thing down before anyone else gets hurt.”

      “Do you understand the point of these druggings?” Reagan asked as if she were trying to think her way through the problem.

      Wyatt shook his head. “Not specifically. Generally, horses are drugged to win races.”

      “But what’s the motivation to win those races,” Reagan asked, digging deeper.

      “Money,” Wyatt answered simply. “No matter why, it always comes back to money. The more your horse wins the bigger races, the more purse money you get, and the more breeding fees you can charge. On the flip side, you drug an underperforming horse, bribe a jockey to hold the favorite back, and bet a fortune on the long shot and you get . . .”

      “Money,” Reagan said, nodding. “So which is it? Is it to win it all with a favorite or is it for gambling?”

      “The horses we think this drug was tested on were long shots,” Carter told the group.

      “Think someone with money issues then,” Zain added.

      “Or a way to launder money,” Aniyah said with a shrug.

      “What?” Marshall asked so quickly it surprised Aniyah.

      “What, what?” Aniyah asked with wide eyes.

      “What did you just say?”

      Aniyah’s eyes darted around the room as if she’d said something wrong. “I said you could launder money that way. There was a guy from my old neighborhood growing up who did that. Dealt drugs on the streets and then would take the cash to the races. He had the inside scoop from the stable hands on the sure thing and placed bets. Then he’d come out even richer with all clean money.”

      Wyatt sat down and stared at her. Everyone was staring at Aniyah as she began to fidget. No one said anything until Wyatt looked to Sloane. “When did the drug come out?”

      “Late April or early May,” Sloane answered.

      “And Sampson was drugged, presumably by this drug, in early May. How could that be?” Carter asked.

      “Is it a street drug or a horse drug?” Deacon asked what Wyatt was thinking.

      “I don’t know, but what I do know is it would help me a lot to have some Popular to reverse engineer it,” Piper said as she nibbled on her lip in thought.

      “The police haven’t been able to do that yet,” Wyatt reminded her.

      Piper waved her hand. “If they had me on their payroll, they would already have it.”

      “I can get you some,” Aniyah said as she typed away on her phone. “Rodney says I can have three hits for fifty dollars. It’s an introductory price. That shit’s on sale. You kinda have to get it now.” Once again the room was quiet. Aniyah looked up. “What?”

      “Where can I get it?” Wyatt asked.

      Aniyah snickered. “Sugar, you’d stick out like Mr. Chapman’s winkie at a nunnery. I’ll just call my Sugarbear to pick it up. Rodney lives in Frankfort and DeAndre is still there.”

      “Should a trooper be buying drugs?” Katelyn whispered and Marshall just shook his head as if to tell her not to ask.

      “Sugarbear?” Aniyah said into her phone. “I need you to stop by Rodney’s and pick up some Popular for me. Piper is going to do her thing to it.” Aniyah rolled her eyes. “Then take off your uniform and park a block over. Just tell him Aniyah sent you and he better give you the three for fifty deal or I’ll have words with his momma.” Aniyah clucked her tongue. “If it’s such a problem, I’ll go get it.”

      “No!” they all heard DeAndre yell over the phone.

      “Thank you, Sugarbear,” Aniyah said sweetly. “Yes, I’ll give you an extra treat for it. I got a new oil in the mail today along with these . . .” Aniyah put her hand over the phone and whispered. A second later she hung up. “He’ll drop it off to you in an hour.”

      “Thank you,” Piper said, battling not to laugh. “I’ll meet him at the lab.”

      Katelyn slapped her hands against her thighs before standing up. “It’s all settled then. Let’s get home and get some rest. Keeneston is going to the races tomorrow afternoon.”

      

      Wyatt slipped quietly into Camila’s room. He pulled off his shoes, stripped his shirt from over his head, and pushed his jeans to the floor before climbing into bed. He reached out and slipped an arm around Camila and pulled her close to him.

      “Is it time to get up?” she mumbled against his chest.

      “Not yet. Get some more rest. I have you.”

      Camila made a cute sound and her breathing instantly slowed. Wyatt was sure he wouldn’t sleep, but as he ran over all facts from the day, his eyes closed and sleep took him.
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      “Hurry!” Camila ordered as Wyatt sped toward the track with Blythe and Luke following directly behind them. “Michaela will be racing soon.”

      “You didn’t have to come today. Half the town will be at the races making sure everything is okay.”

      “I refuse to hide. This is my chance to prove myself and I am not going to lose this chance,” Camila said, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Prove to who? You’ve already proved it to me. You’ve proved it to Keeneston, to Michaela, and to most of the people at the track.”

      Camila turned her head away from Wyatt and looked out the window. “You wouldn’t understand. You’re proving something for yourself. Your family has always believed in you. I’m not only proving that a woman can be a top-tier trainer to myself, but also to my family and the entire racing community.”

      “I do understand that, Camila. I just want you to know it’s okay to be human and take a day off after you were assaulted and drugged. You’re not alone anymore. You have a whole town wanting to help. You just have to let them,” Wyatt told her as he pulled into the barn lot.

      “What is the saying about the pot and kettle?” Camila snapped. She was at the end of her rope. Last night had pushed her there. She knew it wasn’t Wyatt’s fault but she was angry, and he was right here for her to take out her anger on instead of the man who attacked her.

      Wyatt was quiet for a moment as he turned the truck off. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps I shouldn’t try to do it all.”

      “You have me to help now,” Camila said, her heart sinking at hurting the man who had been nothing but supportive of her.

      “And you have me.”

      Wyatt reached out and squeezed her hand before getting out of the truck. Camila didn’t wait for him to open her door and hurried around to stand behind Wyatt while he talked to Luke.

      “What’s the matter?” Blythe whispered as Wyatt continued to discuss the day with Luke.

      “I was a real arse to Wyatt.”

      “Stress will do that.” Blythe looked up and moved to step in front of her as Marco approached.

      “Marco, Leo,” Wyatt said smoothly. “How has your day gone so far?”

      Marco looked around at Wyatt, Blythe, Luke, and finally to Camila. “Been a good race day. My long shot won, and I have my favorite yet to race today. I heard about the attack. Are you hurt, Camila?” Marco asked over the wall of people.

      Camila stepped out from behind them and smiled. “I’m fine. Thank you for your concern. I take it everyone knows?”

      Marco nodded. “Sorry. You know race tracks are nothing but a gossiping family.”

      Camila patted his arm. “You’re a good friend.”

      “Are you heading to your box?” Marco asked them all.

      “Yes,” Wyatt answered for her as he slipped his arm around her waist.

      “We’ll walk with you,” Marco said, keeping up a steady stream of chatter as they made their way into the grandstand.

      

      Wyatt sat in Carter’s box with his family. Carter’s parents, Kenna and Will, were both there along with his wife, Reagan. Wyatt and Camila took the last two chairs and anxiously waited to see Michaela trot by, heading toward the starting gates for the turf race.

      Wyatt’s phone vibrated and he looked down at the text message. “Piper has the drugs and has a conference call set up with Sloane’s contact this evening. Let’s hope they can find a way to identify the components and develop a test for it.”

      “Good afternoon,” Veronica said as she passed the Ashton box and entered the Desert Sun box. Marco and Leo were in the box three steps down and slightly to the right of Desert Sun Farms. They turned and introduced themselves. Wyatt saw them whisper to each other as they sat back down and cast a glance at Blythe and Veronica. Two powerful and beautiful woman who were sitting next to each other with Gabe, Sloane, Mo, and Dani filling up the rest of the box.

      The bell went off, the gates were thrown open, and the horses burst forward. Jockeys rode low as the horses battled for position. And when they tore down the homestretch, it was Mike battling for third.

      Camila grabbed Wyatt’s arm as they stood. First was a clear winner, but second through fourth were headed for a photo finish. “If he places or shows, we’re in for a big purse,” Camila said on a gasp as Michaela pushed their horse. They were all nose to nose as they crossed the finish line.

      Wyatt let out a breath as they sat back down. Now all they could do was wait for the photo finish to be examined. Five agonizing minutes later, the scoreboard updated and Camila let out a whoop. They’d gotten second!

      

      Wyatt left Camila in the box with his friends and family. Luke, the newest Keeneston deputy, unbuttoned his suit coat and took the seat Wyatt had vacated. To anyone looking on, Luke was just another friend of the family.

      “Wyatt, hold up,” Marco called. His horse had placed third.

      “Yes?” Wyatt asked, turning to the man who had all the right connections but whom Wyatt didn’t particularly like. Of course, maybe it was because he had been very friendly toward Camila.

      “I was hoping to ask you a rather personal question,” Marco said, falling into line next to him as they walked down the grandstand stairs and headed toward the barns.

      Wyatt didn’t like the idea of sharing anything personal with Marco, who he was sure was after Camila. “What is it?”

      “I know you and Camila are together, but she is available . . .”

      “I think you have the answer to that. We’re together. No, she’s not available, so back off or we’ll have a problem,” Wyatt said, stopping at the base of the stairs as people walked around them.

      “As a trainer?” Marco finished. “I know she’s with you personally. I respect what she’s done with your stable. I have a horse I think would thrive under her training. You must admit, she has a different style from most men. Some horses respond to that better. Yours obviously have.”

      Wyatt felt like an idiot now. This was Camila’s dream, and he about stepped in and mucked it up. “I’m sorry. With the attack last night, I’m overprotective. I’m sure she would love the opportunity to train, but that’s her business and completely up to her.”

      “Do you have the proper facilities to care for a couple more horses?” Marco asked as they began walking through the crowds of cheering men and women dressed in everything from jeans to sundresses.

      “I do,” Wyatt answered. He liked the idea of using his farm as Camila’s home base. He’d have to make sure she knew his land was at her disposal.

      Marco continued. “My cousin Leo has been working with my father. He told me he’s trying to start his own stable as well. He has a couple of horses now. I’ll let him know that Camila is able to take on more horses if she’s interested. He’s going to try to pick up a horse in today’s claiming race. He has his eye on a horse that has shown some promise.”

      “Don’t worry about Wyatt Farm. We’re a large operation.” Maybe not in numbers yet, but in barns and acreage it was. “And we can support any number of horses that Camila may chose to train.”

      Marco held out his hand and Wyatt shook it. “That’s great news. I have one final question. She’s Sean Callahan’s daughter, isn’t she?”

      Wyatt pasted on a confused look but knew Marco saw through it. “Why do you say that?”

      “She’s Irish, has a natural talent with horses, and she has the Callahan last name. I looked up trainers with the last name Callahan and only found Sean and some who were clearly not her. In an article about him winning the Ascot, I saw a picture of him with his wife and his daughter, Camila.”

      Damn. Camila wouldn’t like that. “She doesn’t want anyone to know.”

      Marco smiled sadly and nodded. “I understand that. I’ve been trying to prove myself to my father my whole life. We’re just two different people. I was surprised when he handed over the racing operation to me five years ago, but I’m happy to show him what I can do.”

      “Is your family close?” Wyatt asked as they flashed their owner’s passes and entered the restricted barn area.

      “Yes. Big old Italian family. My grandparents came over when my dad was just ten years old. But I’ve always been the odd one out. My dad and his brothers are in a family business together. That’s what Leo did until recently. It was my dad who suggested he start his own racing stable since he liked it so much.”

      “What kind of business?” Wyatt asked. It seemed it didn’t matter where you were from, family was family. Just like how his dad and uncles were now in business together with the military and law enforcement training center.

      “They have a string of Italian restaurants across New York City and New Jersey. Each uncle is in charge of a restaurant. My dad runs the one in lower Manhattan. He also is a major investor in a lot of companies. That’s how he met Julius,” Marco explained. “But I didn’t get the cooking gene. Instead, they sent me off to boarding school, college, and then business school.”

      “And now you own a successful racing stable. We seem to have a similar story. I’m not exactly like my cousins either. Except it was vet school instead of business school for me.”

      Bud was helping Mike from the saddle as they laughed and Wyatt turned to Marco. “I’ll talk to Camila and have her meet with you later.”

      “Thank you. You’re a good man, Wyatt. You don’t deserve the rumors going around about you.”

      Marco started to walk away when Wyatt stopped him. “What rumors?”

      Marco turned around slowly, looking conflicted. “I thought you knew. There are rumors going around that you’ve drugged your horses and your clients’ horses so that they win. It’s suggested that you’re doing it to save your farm from financial ruin. I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, most people don’t believe them. I know I don’t.”

      “Thanks for telling me the truth.” Marco gave him a nod of his head and walked toward his own barn. Camila was right about Marco. He was a friend.

      “That’s a twenty-thousand-dollar cut!” Michaela practically screamed as she bounded over to him. Her red hair was plastered to her head but her ponytail was wild from the wind.

      “And it’s because of you and Camila,” Wyatt said, wrapping the small jockey in a hug.

      “It’s because you bred good horses and you weren’t afraid to hire women. You’re letting us shine, Dr. Davies. And for that I will be eternally grateful.”

      Wyatt smiled at the beaming woman. “It’s you who should be thanked. You took a chance on me. I’m just glad I can afford to pay you what you deserve now.”

      “What we deserve is to qualify for the Derby. I’ve been researching it, and for the past five years, thirty points is enough to get you qualified. The winner of the Capitol Stakes gets forty points. That’s enough to get us in. If we get second or third, then we’ll need to rack up more points at other races.” Michaela was practically bouncing with excitement. “But if we win, we can hold Gent back. He’ll be a relatively unknown horse going into the Derby and we can shock the world.”

      “That’s what I hope to do. Everything on paper says he will be a contender. But first we have to see how he does with the crowds. They could spook him.”

      Mike smiled widely. “Nothing will spook him, he’s rock solid. I know what he can do, and he can win it. Did you get him entered?” Mike asked as Bud unsaddled the horse and began to hose him down with cool water.

      “I’ll do it now.”

      Michaela’s smile spread and she pumped her fist in the air. “You won’t regret it.”
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      The man cloaked in shadows cocked his head at the camera. “I know exactly who you are.”

      Wyatt was off camera and shot a quick look to Piper. Aiden looked ready to blow a gasket.

      “You’re Dr. Piper Davies Creed. It is an honor to work with you,” the man in shadows said over the computer.

      Piper took off the wig and the large glasses she’d tried to use to conceal her identity. “What should I call you?”

      “Call me Chem. Tell me what you’ve done so far.”

      Wyatt understood most of what Piper said at first, but then she and Chem began talking a language all their own. Aiden’s eyes widened and finally he just shook his head and came to sit down next to him.

      “I don’t know what they’re talking about,” Aiden admitted once he sat down.

      “I followed for a while,” Wyatt answered with a grin. His mind wasn’t on the conversation anymore. It was on Camila. She’d leaped into his arms when he told her he’d entered Gent in the Capitol Stakes race. And it was also on the whispered promises of how they’d celebrate. He’d left Frankfort reluctantly to meet up with Piper and Aiden at her lab.

      “That’s it!” Piper cried happily.

      “You are as brilliant as they say, Dr. Creed,” Wyatt heard Chem say.

      “I wouldn’t have been able to do it without your knowledge of drugs.” Piper paused. “What are you going to do with this information?”

      Chem was quiet for a moment. “I’m going to reproduce it cheaper and safer, and then I’m going to take over the market.”

      “You’re obviously extremely talented. Why aren’t you heading up your own lab?” Piper asked.

      “Who says I’m not?”

      “I meant working with things that are legal.”

      Wyatt could hear the amusement in the man’s voice. “Again, who says I’m not?”

      Piper looked to her husband and back at the computer.

      “Dr. Creed, I’m not perfect. I make a lot of money developing new drugs for the cartels. But my drugs are safe. There are no accidental overdoses from my creations.”

      “That doesn’t make you a Good Samaritan,” Piper snapped back. “You’re wasting your talents, Chem. Come work for me.”

      That took the chemist by surprise. He laughed and shook his shadowed head. “Doing what?”

      “Whatever you want . . . that’s legal. You can develop new FDA-approved drugs. You can explore nanotechnology. Someone as bright as you shouldn’t be working for cartels.”

      There was such quiet that you could hear every breath Piper took. “Someday I might take you up on that. Thank you for working with me as an equal today. It was . . . fun.” The computer screen went black as he ended the connection.

      Piper turned to them and let out a breath. “Give me an hour, and I’ll have a test you can run to detect this drug.”
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      Wyatt was exhausted. He was getting up at three in the morning and driving to Keeneston to put in a full day’s work as a vet before turning around and driving back to Frankfort to spend as much time with Camila as possible.

      Things had been quiet at the track for the last two weeks, except the rumors about Wyatt were ramping up. Yet no one seemed to know where the rumors were coming from. That didn’t stop Kyle and the racing officials from drawing blood from the horses almost daily.

      Not that it would do any good. Piper had perfected the Popular test but hadn’t handed it over yet. Instead, she was running the testing herself. Wyatt didn’t have the blood from Carter’s horse that died, but he did still have some from Mo’s. And sure enough, Piper found it tested positive for Popular.

      Chem had emailed Piper that he’d formulated a safer drug that had similar effects as Popular, but he’d yet to be able to find who had developed Popular. What they both determined was it had South American origins.

      Wyatt parked at the long-term motel and walked upstairs toward Camila’s room. The doors on each side of her room opened as Blythe and Cody, the deputy from Keeneston, poked their heads out. Wyatt had no doubt there were guns in each of their hands. While there had been no more threats, the stakes race was in three days and Wyatt had to admit his nerves were frayed.

      “Good evening, you two. Is everything quiet here?” Wyatt asked.

      “Yup,” Cody answered.

      “Did you hear Camila and Mike got a win today?” Blythe excitedly asked.

      Wyatt smiled as he relaxed some. “I did. I brought gifts from the Blossom Café to celebrate.” Wyatt reached into the bag and pulled out two to-go boxes of caramel bourbon bread pudding.

      “I could fall in love with you for this,” Blythe laughed.

      “Shoot, one bite and I’ll marry you myself,” Cody said, eagerly reaching for the bread pudding. “We need to talk, though.”

      Wyatt stepped into Cody’s room. There was a video monitor of the parking lot and the stairwell. “What is it?”

      “That Marco guy and his cousin Leo have been hanging around Camila.”

      “I know. He’s hired her to train some of his horses,” Wyatt said. Camila had told him all about it.

      “But did she tell you Dr. Avery has been lurking around the barn, too?”

      “To collect samples?”

      Cody shook his head. “I caught him in your tack box today.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” Wyatt said as he felt his blood pressure rise. “Who else is around?”

      Cody pulled a fork out of the to-go box. “Just the usual: Carter, his guards, his trainer Arnold, and their jockey. And of course, there’s Mike and Bud.”

      “Thanks for keeping me in the loop.”

      “You’re welcome. I told Blythe, too. She was with Camila the whole time so they didn’t see it.”

      Wyatt nodded. “Goodnight. Thanks again.”

      Wyatt closed the door and then used his key to enter Camila’s room. “I smelled that bag from the time you entered the parking lot. Tell me you have something for me in there.”

      Wyatt smiled and pulled out three boxes. With each one he opened, she got more excited. “All my favorites!” Camila said as she clapped her hands in excitement.

      “I need to keep my winning trainer happy,” Wyatt joked as he handed her a fork.

      “Blythe told you! I wanted to tell you.”

      Wyatt leaned forward and kissed her lips. “I’m so proud of you. The second I heard your determined voice on my voicemail, I knew you were going to do great things.”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to do them without your support. Or the bread pudding,” Camila laughed as she dug into her desert making the cutest little moans as she ate. “Did you see the interview Arnold did?”

      Wyatt shook his head as he snuck a bite of apple pie. “No, what interview?”

      Camila pulled it up on her phone and tossed it on the bed. Wyatt looked down at Arnold standing in front of Carter’s horse who was already being talked about as a potential winner of the stakes race. “What’s it like coming off a record year? Any pressure for this year to be even better?” a perky blonde reporter asked.

      Arnold looked humbled as he thanked everyone for making last year such a success. “Of course there’s always pressure to win. There is every race with every horse. The pressure increases after a big year, but I have a great team around me and Ashton Farm is a dream client.”

      “Speaking of Ashton Farm, the horse you’re training goes back to the Derby winning horse, Naked Boot Leg. Do you think he has a chance to be as great as his father?”

      Arnold smiled then. “Even better. Blitz is going to dominate the stakes race on Saturday.”

      “I am hearing reports of a long shot from Carter Ashton’s own best friend, Wyatt Davies. Do you have a comment on that?” the reporter asked.

      “I’ve seen what the Wyatt stables have, and while they’re solid horses, there’s no competition for Blitz.”

      Wyatt turned off the interview and took another bite of his pie.

      “Aren’t you mad?” Camila asked. “I’m ready to give him a piece of my mind tomorrow.”

      Wyatt shook his head. “Arnold doesn’t know about Gent. Nobody does, really, and we’ve worked hard to keep it that way. What I find more interesting is that the reporter is asking about Gent even though he is a long shot.”

      “Anyone who knows how to read a pedigree would know he’s a contender.” Camila bit into her bread pudding angrily, and Wyatt loved her for her defense of his horses.

      “You’re so cute when you’re mad. Like a Celtic warrior goddess.” Wyatt grinned as he picked up the boxes and placed them on the table before crawling toward her on the bed.

      “I don’t like anyone talking bad about my boys,” Camila grumbled even as her lips tilted up into a smile.

      “Boy? Is that what I am?”

      And like that, the warrior was replaced with a mischievous imp as Camila’s eyes gave away her thoughts. “Unless you prove me otherwise.”

      Wyatt started at her ankle. He placed kisses up her calf, behind her knee, and up to her thigh. “Still a boy?” he asked huskily as he pulled her shorts down her legs.

      “You’re growing up before my eyes,” Camila said, her eyes cast down his body as he lifted her shirt from her body. His hands cupped her breasts as he continued kissing his way up her leg. Her fingers speared his hair, pulling him closer. Of all the names she yelled as he loved her, boy wasn’t one of them.
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      Camila woke up in Wyatt’s arms early the next morning. The early morning light was still two hours away as she slipped from bed. She knew she’d have to wake Wyatt soon so that he could drive back to Keeneston, but she hated doing it. He had been working nonstop and spending every second he could with her. But she was meeting Mike at the track in thirty minutes to train Gent. They were training him harder, pushing him more, but making sure it was never at the same time of day. Sometimes it was ten at night. Other times it was four thirty in the morning. They had even met at two a.m. to practice. Any time between ten and five was up for grabs and they never repeated a workout time. It was intentionally random so that there was a better chance they wouldn’t be seen.

      Camila was also taking Gent out herself during peak training times and running him at a slow pace so he could get used to the starting gate, the grandstand during the day, and the sounds of horses around him. She, Mike, and Bud had also been working with him with their other horses so that Gent was used to the bumping and close racing that was bound to occur during the very full stakes race.

      “Heading to the track?” she heard Wyatt ask from bed.

      “Yes. We’re doing a hard workout with Gent and Daisy this morning.”

      “Be safe. Take Blythe and Cody with you.” Wyatt rose up onto his elbow and Camila took in the sight of him naked in her bed. How had she gotten so lucky? And it wasn’t just the godlike body. It was how he treated her with utmost respect and care. Wyatt wanted to know what she thought, what her opinions were, and why she held them. He listened to her with equal interest and respect about everything from horse training down to small conversations she’d had with Mike or Blythe that she’d thought were funny. He was her best friend, her lover, her biggest supporter, and the first person she wanted to share news with. She was madly in love with him.

      “Is everything okay? You have this weird look on your face,” Wyatt said with a cock of his head.

      “I’m f-fine,” she stuttered with a fake smile. There was too much going on right now to go down that road. And for once, Camila Callahan tucked tail and ran.

      

      Wyatt shoved the sheets from his body and swung his legs out of bed. He walked to the window and saw Camila, Blythe, and Cody heading out of the parking lot. It was time for him to get back to Keeneston.

      He looked at his phone. Today was Thursday. Friday was a huge race day for the fillies with The Bourbon Cup, and Saturday was the Capitol Stakes. In fact, Daisy was running in one of the large-purse races Friday after her great start. Wyatt had made enough purse money to enter her last minute. One more day of work and then he’d be up in Frankfort for the rest of the races.

      Wyatt kept the lights off in the main room as he showered and dressed in the bathroom. Dressed in his scrubs and carrying his medical bag, Wyatt headed into the living room of the extended stay room. He opened the door and then froze. Someone was in the parking lot. It was only five in the morning and the sun had not risen yet, but he saw a man creeping around his truck trying to open the door. Wyatt set his bag down and eased himself quietly from the room.

      Sticking to the shadows, Wyatt watched as the man used a device to break into the front door of his truck. When the man’s head went into the cab, Wyatt made his move. He tiptoed down the stairs before breaking out into a run. He lowered his shoulder and slammed the door closed on the man.

      “Shit!” the man yelled from where he was pinned. Wyatt used his weight to keep the man trapped with the door as he texted DeAndre for help.

      “What are you doing to my truck?” Wyatt demanded to know.

      The man didn’t reply. Instead, he used his arms to shove against the door. It was a battle over keeping the door closed, but then Wyatt’s foot slipped on some loose gravel covering the worn down pavement of the parking lot.

      Wyatt dropped down to one knee and the man shoved the door open, sending Wyatt falling backward to avoid being hit. He scrambled to his feet and took off running. The man was ahead of him, but Wyatt was able to catch up to him when he jumped into a grassy area separating the hotel from a fast-food chain. Truck lights flashed on an SUV that roared to life in the parking lot.

      Wyatt leaped, grabbing the man’s shoulders from behind, and dragged him down. They came crashing down in a heap on the dew-covered grass. Wyatt rolled on top of the man. He had dark hair and Wyatt had never seen him before. He pulled back his fist and slammed it into the man’s face.

      “Who are you?”

      The man responded by trying to wrap his fingers around Wyatt’s neck.

      Wyatt leaned back out of reach and slammed his fist into the man’s side. The man cursed in a different language. Wyatt looked up as the SUV door opened and another man came running toward them. Friend or foe, Wyatt had no idea. Wyatt got two more punches in before he found out: foe.

      Wyatt was tackled to the ground and one solid punch to the jaw had him sprawled out, looking at the barely glowing lights. He struggled to get up and fight but took a boot to the chest that sent him back down again.

      Wyatt dragged in a breath and this time when he sat up, he saw the two men jump into their SUV and drive out of the parking lot. He took a deep breath and decided his ribs weren’t broken, but he knew he’d be sore.

      He pushed up off the ground and groaned as sirens could be heard in the distance. The first police car pulled into the lot as he slowly walked toward them.

      “Hands up!” an officer yelled.

      “I’m Wyatt Davies. I called you.”

      The cop walked closer and asked to see Wyatt’s ID. Wyatt grimaced as he pulled it out. “You okay?” the officer asked.

      “Two against one. I’ll be fine, though.”

      “Did they take anything, Mr. Davies?” the cop asked as he handed Wyatt back his wallet.

      “I don’t know. I surprised one of them in my car and scared him off. I chased and took him down over there. But then he had a buddy waiting in the parking lot who came to help. They took off shortly before you arrived.”

      A second siren sounded, but these lights were just blue. It was a state trooper vehicle. The cop turned and saw two men get out. “Hey, Ned. Hey, Danny. What are you doing here?”

      “Dr. Davies is helping us with a case. When DeAndre called in the suspect, we thought we better get over here,” Ned said as he flashed his light at Wyatt and grimaced. “You look like crap.”

      “Feel like it. Took a chin shot and a kick to the chest. At least one of the other guys looks worse.”

      “What did they take?” Danny asked.

      Wyatt looked to his truck. “I don’t know.”
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      Danny and Ned opened the front doors of Wyatt’s truck. They slipped gloves onto their hands and began to look around.

      “He was leaning in the driver’s side door,” Wyatt told Danny as he stood back and waited to see what they found.

      “Do you have any drugs in the truck?” Ned asked.

      Wyatt shook his head. “No. I had them all in my bag inside. I never leave any medication in the truck.”

      Danny straightened and turned to Wyatt. He held a blank prescription bottle in his hand. “Do you know what this is?”

      “No. I have never seen it before.”

      “It’s not one of your bottles?” Danny asked again as he opened it.

      “No. Any that I transport are labeled with my clinic’s information on it along with the name of the medication inside.”

      “It’s a liquid,” Danny said, confused.

      “Popular,” Wyatt said as if a curse. “They were planting the same drug on me that is being used on the horses.”

      “How do you know it’s planted?” the cop asked from where he’d been standing quietly by, letting the troopers take the lead.

      “Because Dr. Davies is helping us with this problem. He’s not a dealer,” Ned answered as he walked around the truck. “But we’ll run your prints against any on the bottle just to rule you out.”

      “That’s fine. My prints won’t be on it.” Wyatt paused and then snapped his head toward Danny and Ned. “Camila!”

      “I’ll stay here and process the scene,” Danny said. “Take Dr. Davies and check on her.”

      “Let’s go, doc,” Ned called as they raced to the cruiser.

      

      It was only a couple minutes to the track but Wyatt was sure he didn’t draw a breath the entire way. Instead, he texted Blythe and Cody and waited as he stared at his phone.

      All Clear.

      The text from Cody was first followed quickly by one from Blythe. Wyatt felt some relief, but he’d only be able to relax once he saw that Camila was safe.

      Ned didn’t bother him with small talk as he sped toward the track. Soon enough, he was pulling up to the barn. Bud was there to meet him before Wyatt even got out of the cruiser.

      “What happened?” Bud asked.

      “Someone planted Popular in my truck. I caught him and there was a fight. He had a partner and got away,” Wyatt told him as he looked around for Camila.

      “She’s on the track. Mike is with her,” Bud told him as they looked in the direction of the track. Wyatt could hear the thundering of hooves and began to jog toward the track.

      Cody was the first person he saw. He stood alert and Wyatt could tell Cody had already seen him and had turned his attention back to scanning the track.

      “Where’s Blythe?” Wyatt asked as he stopped at the rail.

      “She’s on the other side of the track. We have constant line of sight on Camila and Mike. By the way, Gent just raced one hell of a mile. I know what bet I’m making on Saturday.”

      “Saturday is your day off. I’m sure you’ll be sleeping,” Wyatt teased as he saw Camila ride by as she cooled off Daisy while Mike worked on some sprints with Gent.

      “Are you kidding? Keeneston is closing down and we’re all coming up here to cheer you all on. You, Ashton Farms, and Desert Sun all have horses in the Capitol Stakes.”

      Wyatt smiled in the early morning light. Growing up in Keeneston, the constant attention could be smothering. The entire population was at every football game, graduation, and just about any date you went on. But now he appreciated the support.

      “Tell me that was as fast as it felt?” Camila called out as she pulled Daisy to a stop at the rail. “Wyatt? What are you doing here?”

      “Daisy ran her fastest one yet and Gent,” Cody let out a whistle and showed her the stopwatch.

      Camila beamed and pumped her fist in the air. But suddenly her smile fell and she dropped her hand. “You didn’t answer. I thought you were going home?”

      “There was a break-in. Someone planted Popular in my truck.”

      Camila squinted and leaned over in the saddle. “Your face!”

      “I tried to catch them. Had one, but didn’t know he had a friend. I had to check on you. I am going to have Mom cover for me today. I want to stay with you.”

      “I have Cody and Blythe. Besides, I was going to surprise you by coming into Keeneston. I need to get something to wear for the Bourbon Cup and the Capitol Stakes. I thought we could grab lunch before I go into Lexington.”

      “You don’t need to go shopping in Lexington for a dress.”

      Camila smiled again and Wyatt felt himself relax. She was safe. She was happy. And that was all that mattered to him.

      “Wyatt, even I know there’s not a mall in Keeneston.”

      “Yes, but don’t forget who my sister is. She has more clothes at her house than she has room for. Deacon would appreciate you taking some.”

      “Syd, Inc. clothes?” Camila laughed. “In my dreams.”

      Wyatt was already typing a text. It might be early but little Van, as they were all calling Donovan, would already be up. His phone buzzed almost immediately.

      “My sister is claiming you and Blythe after breakfast today for girl time. Have fun.”

      “Wyatt, I can’t afford those clothes.”

      “My sister owes me. I never told dad about the time she snuck out of the house when she was sixteen and Deputy Noodle caught her making out with her boyfriend in the backseat of her car.”

      Camila laughed and Mike slowed Gent to a stop. “What’s going on?”

      “Want to go shopping?” Camila asked her.

      “Sure. I don’t get to do that much. I could use some new jeans.”

      “I don’t think there will be many pairs of jeans, but I bet we’ll find something nice anyway.”

      “Nice?” Mike asked with an expression on her face that told her exactly what she thought of nice clothes.

      Wyatt leaned forward and rubbed each horse’s head. “Come on, ladies. Let me take you to Keeneston and treat you to breakfast.”

      

      Camila and Mike talked the entire way back to Keeneston. She kept glancing over at Wyatt who seemed happy to just listen as he drove to the Blossom Café.

      “Wow,” Michaela said, taking in the rolling hills and thousands of acres of horse land.  “It’s so much like home yet so different, too.”

      “Have you told your dad you’re racing in the stakes race yet?” Camila asked, thinking of her own father.

      “Not yet,” Mike said as she shook her head. “He’ll see it in the program. Won’t your father see your name in the program?”

      “I used C.C. as my name. My middle name doesn’t start with a C. Instead it stands for my mother’s maiden name. I’m hoping that will throw him enough when he sees it.”

      “If he asks, are you going to tell him?” Wyatt finally asked.

      Camila shook her head. “No. I want nothing more than for Gent to qualify and for Gent to race with Michaela at the Derby. Then I’ll tell him.”

      Camila looked out at the window as they entered the small town. It was early in the morning but there were already cars parked in front of the café.

      “Smells good,” Mike said as they got out of the truck.

      They marched into the café and Camila heard Wyatt call out, “Jackson!”

      “Hot damn,” Mike murmured reverently.

      All black hair, a tad of scruff, and silver eyes came into view along with two humungous men.

      “Camila,” Jackson said, wrapping her up in a hug. “How is the training going?”

      “Great,” Camila said with a smile as he lowered her back to the ground. “This is our jockey, Michaela Donahue.”

      Camila almost laughed out loud as Michaela looked up with wide eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to tall men.”

      Jackson laughed as did the two men behind him. “It’s nice to meet you.” Jackson held out his hand that completely swallowed Mike’s. “And these are my partners, Lucas Sharpe and Talon Bainbridge.”

      “Why, you’re cuter than a baby polar bear and probably fiercer than its momma when you race. I can see it,” Lucas said with a foppish grin.

      Jackson and Talon just shook their heads at their teammate.

      “What are you guys doing in town?” Wyatt asked as they all took a seat at a larger table.

      “Came for the races. We have a couple days off and thought it would be fun to cheer on my cousins.”

      “And I’m not your friend? I’m hurt. Truly.”

      Camila turned around to see Zain, Gabe, and a man she didn’t know. Suddenly the door to the café was flung open and Nikki burst through. Her eyes scanned the café and stopped on the man next to Gabe, although it was hard to tell since her eyelids were weighted down with those mink extensions.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Mike whispered on a shocked inhale.

      Nikki composed herself and sashayed toward the man. Her breasts and butt moved in a way that was hypnotic, especially since the small strappy sundress she had on barely contained her body.

      “Your majesty,” Nikki purred and executed a curtsy that managed to flash the street at the same time her boob popped out.

      “Have you ever seen a breast so big? It’s like a piñata. If it pops, will candy come out?” Mike asked as everyone stared transfixed.

      “Wait, did she say majesty?” Camila asked.

      “His Royal Highness, King Draven of Bermalia,” Nikki snapped before turning her eyes back up to the king even as her breast dangled in plain view. “It’s such an honor to see you again. It was so lovely seeing you at your palace last month, but it’s just as lovely seeing you here.”

      “Please stand,” the king said as he backed away from her. Nikki stood and so did her breast before she looked down and laughed.

      “Oh, how embarrassing.” She pulled the fabric across her breast as she giggled. “Would you allow me to join you for breakfast?”

      “Um,” the king said, looking at Zain and Gabe for an answer.

      “Sorry, we’re presently engaged for breakfast,” Zain said smoothly. “But I am sure we will see you very soon.”

      Nikki pouted and looked confused when she met Michaela’s eyes. Zain, Gabe, and King Draven took the last open seats at the table. In fact, the king smooshed his way into the table to avoid Nikki.

      “What are you?” Nikki said with a sneer aimed at Mike.

      “I know what I am, but what are you?” Mike asked as her head came up to Nikki’s beach balls.

      “You’re so little.”

      “I’m a jockey,” Mike answered. Mike’s hand began to drift upward. She was about to poke Nikki’s boobs. Camila reached over and grabbed her hand.

      “Oh, I like riding, too. Only I ride men instead of horses.”

      And with that, Nikki winked at the king, turned, and sashayed her ass out of the café.

      Draven let out a breath. “She makes the royal member very nervous.”

      “Draven, this is Camila Callahan. She’s Wyatt’s trainer. Camila, this is Draven. He’s visiting for, um, lessons.”

      “I have a horse with a Sean Callahan,” he said as shook her hand.

      Camila didn’t answer. Instead, she turned to Mike. “And this is my jockey, Michaela Donahue.”

      Draven laughed. “How funny. My jockey’s last name is Donahue. But they’re over in the UK right now.”

      “Imagine that,” Mike said with a grin as she winked at Camila.

      “What lessons are you here for?” Camila asked.

      “Go on,” Zain prompted Draven. “This will be good practice.”

      Draven took a deep breath and Mike and Camila looked questioningly at each other. What was going on?

      “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am honored that you have allowed me to join you for breakfast. If it pleases you, could I order you some coffee?” Draven asked sincerely. Were they playing a joke on her? What was going on?

      Zain narrowed his eyes at Camila and bobbed his chin to get her to answer. “Coffee sounds lovely. Thank you.”

      Draven smiled and high-fived Gabe.

      The conversation flowed after that and breakfast was great. The café filled and Camila was once again caught up in the community of Keeneston—the greetings, the wishes of good luck, and the “how ya doing” small talk. Her soul had needed this. The love and support gave her courage to turn herself over to Sydney.

      “Oh, Michaela!” Sydney gasped when she met the jockey. “I have the perfect outfit for you. Do you have a sponsor?”

      “Sponsor?” Michaela asked as if it were a foreign word.

      “Yes, a sponsor. I’d love for you to wear Syd, Inc. I can whip a patch up for your silks if you agree to it.”

      Camila smiled and nodded encouragingly as Mike looked on wide-eyed. “I’d love a sponsor.”

      “Great!” Sydney bubbled over. Little Van was asleep in a sling she was wearing, her long blonde hair pulled back into a sloppy bun. She was in a summer dress, flip-flops and makeup-free. You’d never know she was a very successful businesswoman. “I have so many ideas for you both. First to my house and then to Aunt Paige’s for the perfect hat. Wyatt, I’m stealing them for the day.”

      Camila had one moment to wave goodbye as Draven stood up. “It was a pleasure making the acquaintance of such beautiful and intelligent women.”

      “Um, thanks,” Camila called out as Syd dragged her away.

      “And if you ever need a jockey on this side of the pond, you can give me a call,” Michaela said, handing him her card.

      “I will, thank you.” Draven turned to Zain and Gabe as they walked out and high-fived the brothers. “I didn’t offer them to gaze upon my royal member once.”

      Sydney snorted as they walked out onto the sidewalk and met up with Blythe. “Oh, you must come, too!”

      “Come to what?” Blythe asked.

      “Sydney is dressing us for the races,” Camila answered.

      “I’ll drive,” Blythe said happily.

      

      “This is the perfect hat,” Paige Davies Parker said from inside her shop on Main Street.

      Camila put on the sleek and elegant fascinator. It was navy blue and would match her white and navy dress to perfection.

      “And for tomorrow, with Picking Daisies, you have to have this hat,” Paige said, handing her a fun pale yellow hat with a large daisy on the back and yellow and white ribbon hanging down.

      “These are amazing,” Camila said, looking in the mirror. Then the curtain opened and Mike stepped out. She was in slim-cut jeans and a silk spaghetti-strap top with coral, blue, and white chevron.

      “You have breasts,” Blythe said in shock.

      “I know, they’re poking out. It’s like they’re trying to escape,” she said, pushing them down with her hands.

      “Own ’em, Mike,” Syd told her from where she was using Paige’s sewing machine. “I have your measurements and will be bringing you a whole bunch of clothes tomorrow.”

      The door opened and Deacon came in. “Ladies, you look lovely.”

      “Thank you,” Blythe answered for them as she took off the hat Paige had picked out for her.

      “Here’s the check you asked for,” Deacon said to his wife as he kissed her on the forehead. Sydney barely looked up from the sewing machine as she signed it.

      “Give it to Mike.”

      “Mike?” Deacon said, looking around.

      Mike cleared her throat and stepped forward. “Short for Michaela. I reckoned it was more American sounding than Mick.”

      “Got it. Here you go.”

      Mike looked down at the check and then her head shot up. “What’s this?”

      “Your sponsorship check,” Sydney answered, cutting the string and pulling the silks from the machine. Instead of using Mike’s old ones, Sydney had insisted on making new ones.

      “I thought you just wanted me to wear the silks.”

      “And the clothes. During your press conference, you can wear any of my clothes. Try these on.”

      Michaela giggled then and ran back into the room. A minute later she emerged in her racing silks. Down each leg of her white pants read SYD in bright green. The pants also fit much better than her old pair.

      Her eyes glowed as she looked right at Camila. “We’re so winning tomorrow.”

      Camila already felt like a winner. Winning tomorrow would be icing on the cake.
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      Camila watched as Bud got Daisy ready. He brushed her down, gave her a carrot, and began his pre-race tradition of singing country music to her as he rubbed her muscles. Daisy practically moaned as she stretched her neck and shook her head.

      “I am so lucky.”

      Camila turned as Wyatt’s arms wrapped around her waist and rested on her hips. “I haven’t won yet,” Camila joked.

      Wyatt shook his head. “Win or lose, I’m lucky because you came into my life.” He leaned down and placed his lips softly on hers. His arms tightened, pulling her closer as he deepened the kiss. Slowly he pulled back, looked at her, and whispered what he wanted to do with her tonight. Camila blushed. She loved this side of him she had all to herself. Her own slightly naughty gentleman.

      “Camila, I’ve wanted to tell you for so long,” Wyatt said seriously a moment later. Camila held her breath. Tell her what?

      “I—” Wyatt started to say before her phone interrupted them.

      “It’s my dad,” Camila said with a sigh.

      “Go ahead,” Wyatt said with a nervous smile at the same time Bud called him over to ask a question about Daisy.

      “Hi, Da,” Camila said when she answered.

      “Hello, a stóirín,” his voice was warm and familiar. He’d always called her his little treasure since she was born. “Did your boss let you go to the Bourbon Cup?”

      “Yes, Da,” Camila said with a smile. Her father still thought she was just working in the office. “I am at the barn now.”

      “Tell me about this trainer your boss has? Who is C.C. Callahan?”

      Camila swallowed hard and tried not to let the nerves sound in her voice. “Good trainer. Done a lot with the horses in a short amount of time.”

      “He’s not some long-lost relative is he?” her dad asked with a laugh.

      Camila laughed too but didn’t answer.

      “Good luck to your horses today. I’m watching the telecast to make sure I don’t need to steal the trainer away,” her father joked, but Camila wasn’t sure it really was a joke. “Who is the jockey?”

      “Michaela Donahue,” Camila answered after a brief pause. Her father would know as soon as he looked in the program anyway so it wasn’t as if she could hide it.

      Her father sucked in his breath. “Her father is going to be so upset. She should listen to him and stop chasing his footsteps. You finally learned that. You should talk to her about it.”

      “I will do no such thing. Mike is an amazing jockey. I would even wager she’s better than her father,” Camila said hotly.

      “Bollocks,” her father cursed before launching into his usual, tired refrain about “a daughter’s role in the family.”

      “You just wait and see,” Camila said, cutting off the lecture. “If her father wasn’t so medieval in thought, he’d see his daughter has the potential to be not only the top female jockey but the top jockey period.”

      “Horse racing is no . . .”

      “No place for a woman, yeah, I hear you even if I don’t agree with you.” Camila took a deep breath. “Look, Da, I have to go. The race is starting soon and I want to get up to the box.”

      “Good luck to your boss today,” her dad said, dropping the lecture.

      “I’ll be sure to tell him. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, a stóirín,” her father replied before they hung up.

      “You okay?” Mike asked, coming over in her new silks.

      “My dad.”

      “No need to say anything more. I got one of those calls today as well.”

      “And?” Camila asked as Mike’s smile grew wider.

      “And it makes me even more determined to win. It’ll see you in the winner’s circle.” Mike winked at her and gave Blythe a high five before Bud lifted her into the saddle.

      “Ladies, shall we go the box?” Wyatt asked as he wiped his suddenly very red lips with the back of his hand before holding out his arms for her and Blythe to take.

      The walk to the box was crowded, with everyone clad in bright sundresses, colorful ties, and seersucker suits. Bourbon was in every glass as a roar went up from the tens of thousands of people cheering on their picks.

      “Dr. Davies!”

      Camila and Blythe both turned to the sound of a man calling out to Wyatt. “I’ll meet you two in the box. This will just take a minute,” Wyatt said, but waiting before both she and Blythe said it was okay for him to go.

      “The boxes are all full today,” Blythe said, scanning the grandstand. “Are we going to have a place to sit?”

      “Wyatt said we’re squeezing into extra chairs in the Ashton Farm and Desert Sun boxes. See, there’s two in Ashton’s box and one in Desert Sun’s. And I see King Draven rented the box next to Desert Sun’s so there’s plenty of space,” Camila said as they approached from behind the boxes.

      “Admit it. You can only think straight when I’m around,” a man in a shiny iridescent suit said to Veronica with a wink.

      “I want to melt in her mouth, not in your hands,” Veronica said back.

      “I have oral arguments tomorrow. Why don’t you sit back and let me know how I do?”

      “Just like every guy here, take a number and wait forever,” Veronica said with a laugh.

      “Is that Veronica’s husband? I didn’t know she was married,” Blythe asked.

      “No, that’s not her husband. That’s Henry Rooney. He’s Keeneston’s defense attorney and worst pick-up artist, though he only does it jokingly. The attractive woman shaking her head is his wife, Neely Grace.” Camila paused. “I don’t know if Veronica has a husband.”

      At that moment, Veronica flipped her blonde hair and saw them. “Hey, ladies!”

      Henry turned and his smiled widened. “You must be a parking ticket because you have fine written all over you.”

      Veronica shook her head. “You’re doing it all wrong.”

      “As if you could do better,” Henry said with a chuckle of disbelief.

      Veronica stood up and crooked her finger at Blythe. Blythe looked at Camila who just shrugged before taking the last couple of steps over to the box. Veronica slowly traced her thumb over Blythe’s lower lip, now parted in surprise. “Your lips are like wine and tonight I want to get drunk on them.”

      “Damn, Veronica. That about turned me,” Neely Grace said as she used her hand to fan her face.

      Henry crossed his arms and slumped in his chair. “It wasn’t anything special.”

      Blythe still hadn’t moved, and for that matter, Veronica’s thumb was still slowly tracing Blythe’s lip. “Can I get you a drink?” Veronica asked, her voice low and sultry.

      Blythe nodded, still rooted in place. “I need a virgin.”

      Henry sputtered and even Veronica stumbled.

      “I mean, the drink. I’m on duty.” Blythe turned bright red as everyone in the box laughed.

      “What’s going on?” Wyatt whispered in Camila’s ear as he came up behind her.

      King Draven was pounding his fist into his thigh as he looked up at the sky, taking deep breaths. “Don’t say it, don’t say it. Oh, I have to say it.”

      “Control, Draven!” Zain snapped.

      “Control what?” Addison Rooney, Henry’s daughter, asked as she entered the box with a glass of bourbon. Addison was in her mid-twenties and had the professional and polished look of her mother with none of her father’s loveable sleaze.

      Draven froze with his hand halfway down to his pants. His eyes were wild as they went from Veronica to Blythe to Addison. “Drinks! I insist on getting everyone drinks.”

      Draven pushed his way from the box and took off down the corridor toward the bar, muttering the whole way. Three-way and royal member were the two phrases Camila could pick out.

      “I’ll be right back,” Veronica said a little shyly now. “I don’t trust Draven with anything virgin.”

      “I feel as if I missed something,” Addison said finally.

      “Your father was doing his pick-up lines with Veronica,” Neely Grace said, shaking her head.

      “Dad, did you really think you were going to overwhelm Veronica with your pick-up lines so that she’d suddenly decide to go straight? What then?”

      “It had nothing to do with turning her straight. I like her just as she is. I was just saying I could pick up women better than she can.”

      Blythe clutched Camila’s arm. “Veronica? Um . . . she . . .”

      “Likes the fillies and apparently has better pick-up lines than I do,” Henry said, returning his pout.

      “You didn’t know?” Addison asked with wide eyes. “I thought everyone knew.”

      Camila and Blythe shook their heads.

      “Veronica will totally understand about you not wanting the drink. You didn’t know,” Neely Grace said kindly.

      “Is my lipstick okay?” Blythe asked Camila, ignoring Neely Grace. “Do I have time for a wax? Do you know how long it’s been since I was on a date? Wait, this is drinks, not a date. Am I moving too fast?”

      “Calm down, Blythe. Here they come,” Camila whispered as she and Wyatt sat behind Carter and Reagan who were barely containing their shocked expressions.

      “Honey, why don’t we sit with Draven?” Neely Grace asked, grabbing Henry’s arm and pulling him into the next box. “Somehow I think he’ll appreciate your lines.”

      “Here, let me help you,” Addison said, taking some drinks from Draven’s hands. Camila saw her look around and note Draven’s security before passing out the drinks.

      “I got you a cranberry and sprite,” Veronica said, steeling her back and handing Blythe the drink. “It’s pretty like you are.”

      “Thank you.” Blythe took a seat next to Veronica. Camila hit Wyatt’s arm when the two began to talk.

      

      “They are so cute!” Camila whispered to Wyatt.

      “Screw cute. That’s a month’s worth of Bud’s salary,” Wyatt said, pulling out his phone and opening the Blossom Café betting app.”

      “Not so fast, Davies. My box, my bet,” Mo said suddenly from behind them as he raced to place the first bet. Veronica was Keeneston’s unicorn. She’d never revealed any of her past dates and wasn’t interested in anyone in town. The Rose sisters were probably hanging on to their very elderly lives just to be victorious in setting her up.

      “Move up the date by a week,” Camila whispered to Wyatt. “She asked about getting a wax.”

      Wyatt placed his bet and high-fived Camila as the horses began their parade in front of the grandstand. Suddenly Camila went rigid. “Something the matter?”

      Mike was furious as the rider of her escort pony was trying to pull Daisy toward him. Wyatt stood up as soon as he saw it. “Mike!” he yelled, but Mike didn’t respond. Wyatt jumped the box and took off for the stairs leading to the rail, but Mike didn’t need him to rescue her. She pulled back her crop and let it fly. The person leaped back and Daisy pulled herself free. Mike wasted no time and set Daisy to a trot, leaving the escort pony and rider to ride off. Only this time they didn’t try to catch up. They slipped from the track.

      Wyatt was stopped by security as the outrider and pony left the track. “I know what you were doing!”

      The man turned his face sharply toward Wyatt, and Wyatt felt the immediate jolt of recognition. “Stop him!”

      But security was too focused on stopping Wyatt to pay attention as the man who attacked Wyatt just yesterday trotted off. “Let go of me. I’m not trying to get on the track!”

      Wyatt yanked his arm free, and as the security guard was calling in for help, Wyatt took off running after the escort pony. Wyatt shoved his way past the people and held up his badge to get into the barn area.

      “Where’s the outrider?” Wyatt yelled at some of the stable hands.

      “He went that way. To the barn.”

      Wyatt pushed himself faster and rounded the racing barns, headed back toward the pony barns. Shouts sounded behind him but he ignored it. He turned the corner and slid to a stop. There was the pony, eating grass with his reins free and not a rider in sight.

      “Stop where you are!”

      Wyatt cursed under his breath as security surrounded him. “Someone get the pony and call the stewards,” Wyatt snapped as he ignored their orders not to move and made his way back toward the track. “The stewards want to see you. They’re right up here,” a security agent said as he came jogging up to Wyatt.

      When he approached the track, he saw the three stewards talking to Mike and then saw a new pony and rider racing toward the track. Wyatt sprinted the rest of the way to the track.

      “Dr. Davies, there’s been an incident,” the steward said.

      “I know there was. I was trying to catch the guy when security tried to stop me. How are you, Mike? How’s Daisy?”

      “He tried to put something in her mouth and that’s when I took the crop to him.”

      Wyatt looked over the replacement escort and breathed in relief. He knew him. “Ricky. How are you?”

      “I’m sorry I was late. I was told I wasn’t needed this race.”

      “We’ll be pulling blood from your horse after the race, but after reviewing footage found, nothing was given to your horse. Michaela stopped him. We’ll also be turning over the video to the police,” the steward told Wyatt.

      “Good. Do you want to race or should we scratch?” Wyatt asked Mike.

      “Oh, we’re racing,” Mike said between clenched teeth. “Daisy and I have something to prove, and we’re ready. Aren’t we, girl?”

      The mare pawed the ground, and with the steward’s blessing, Ricky took Daisy on a loose lead and trotted her toward the starting gate.

      Wyatt noticed the hum of questions coming from the audience, but the announcer wasn’t saying anything except that the horses were about to load.

      When Wyatt made it back to the box, Blythe was sitting next to Camila, her eyes constantly scanning the area. “I’ve got it from here, Blythe.”

      “Is Mike okay?” Blythe and Camila asked at once.

      “I’d be more worried about everyone else right now. It was the man who tried to plant the drugs in my truck. He tried to give them to Daisy, but Mike stopped him by hitting him with the crop. Security is looking for him and the track is turning the matter over to the police.”

      Blythe moved to sit next to Veronica, and Wyatt took his seat back. He grabbed Camila’s hand as Daisy was led into the starting gate. One after another, the gates closed behind the horses. Suddenly, the loud ring and the clang of the gates being flung open sounded.

      “And they’re off in the ninety-third running of the Bourbon Cup!” the announcer yelled.

      “She’s being jostled in the middle,” Camila gasped. “Get her out of there!”

      Wyatt didn’t say a word as he watched Michaela maneuver Daisy from the cluster of horses in the middle. They’d tried to pin her to the rail, but as they made their final turn, Mike darted through two horses up the middle.

      “And here comes Picking Daisies up the middle.”

      “Let her go!” Camila yelled. She was training every step of the race and it was as if Mike heard her because she leaned forward and tapped Daisy’s neck.

      “Picking Daisies has found a new gear and is weaving her way up the middle into fifth place,” the announcer yelled as Daisy stretched her stride.

      Mike and the horse became one as they raced across the front of the grandstand. Everyone in the boxes was yelling. The grandstand was a living, breathing mass that was cheering and clapping. Some for Daisy, some for their own horses, and some for the race in general, but Wyatt stood in awe as Daisy pushed her way into third place for the finish.

      Wyatt swallowed hard. He was so proud of his team. “Congratulations, Mo,” Wyatt said, shaking Mo’s hand as Mo and the rest of the Desert Sun Farm team began to make their way down to the winner’s circle.

      “Third,” Camila said with a frown as she sat down.

      “It’s amazing. Third in my first Bourbon Cup with a horse who barely qualified. Imagine what we’ll do next year? Imagine what Daisy can do next,” Wyatt said with wonder.

      “You’re not upset?” Camila asked.

      “No. A month ago I couldn’t even afford the race entry. Look at how much you’ve accomplished.”

      “Wyatt,” Carter called out. He turned around from talking to Marco. “Do you have any breedings lined up for Daisy? What do you feel about a little joint operation between the two of us?”

      “I’d be happy to hear what you have in mind for after the racing season,” Wyatt smiled as he hugged Camila. “Come on. Let’s see our girl.”
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      Wyatt held Camila’s hand as they all walked down the grandstand’s outer stairs and headed for the barns. Blythe couldn’t stop talking about Daisy’s late-stretch charge to end up showing. Wyatt couldn’t believe the name of his farm was back on people’s lips as men and women shook his hand.

      “Dr. Davies,” one of the Lexington racing bigwigs called out. “Great-looking filly there. Who’s been training her?”

      “C.C. Callahan,” Wyatt called out as he sent a wink to Camila.

      “Haven’t heard of him. Is he new?”

      “She’s been doing it her whole life,” Wyatt said with pride as Camila held out her hand.

      “I’m Ms. Callahan.”

      The man looked surprised at first as he shook her hand. “Well, maybe you’re just what I need. I have a nice looking filly that is almost ready to start training. I’m Walt Holdings. I’d love for you to stop by my farm in Lexington and take a look at her.”

      Camila took the card Walt handed her and smiled. “I’d be happy to. I’m not taking many new horses at this time, only the ones with real potential. And if you want me to look at her, I’ll give you the truth about her potential and what I can do with her. If you’re still interested, I can meet you next Friday.”

      Walt looked shocked. No one told him the truth. They told him what he wanted to hear. It was the benefit of being rich and powerful. Then a grin broke across his wrinkled face and his white mustache smiled along with his lips. “I think we’re going to get along very well, Ms. Callahan. I’m interested to see what you do in the Capitol Stakes with Ruth’s Gentleman. I might have a stallion for you as well.”

      “I look forward to it. It was nice meeting you.”

      Wyatt and Camila didn’t say much as they exited the crowded paddock area. Once they were past security, Camila spun in front of him and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Oh my gosh! Do you know who that was?”

      “I do,” Wyatt said, wrapping his arms around her back. “And I’m so proud of you.”

      Camila froze in his arms as he hugged her. “What’s going on?”

      Wyatt turned and saw Arnold yelling at his jockey. “I guess he wasn’t pleased with his fifth-place finish.”

      “I saw he had a horse in the race. Whose was it?”

      “Belongs to a racing syndicate,” Wyatt said with a sigh as some very displeased-looking men in expensive suits joined Arnold. Wyatt then groaned and dropped his hands from Camila’s warm body as Kyle Avery made his way toward Mike, Bud, and Daisy with his medical bag in hand and a track steward trailing right behind him.

      “I don’t get it,” Camila said as she saw what was happening. “Why does Kyle dislike you so much?”

      “He should never have gotten into vet school, but his father was a professor. Then it all came down to rivalry—a rivalry that was completely one-sided until I caught him cheating on a test. I turned him in, but nothing came from it. Can you guess whose class that test was in?”

      “His dad’s,” Camila said, understanding it instantly.

      “He had to have the nicest car, the best test scores, and the most admirers. I only cared about the test scores, and only my own. But Kyle was always cutting corners. I refused to be his lab partner and that made things worse. I was the only one who didn’t fawn over him. Others used him to get good grades in his father’s class, but I never did. I thought we’d left it all behind when we graduated and I opened my own clinic far from where he was working at the time.”

      “What was he doing?” Camila asked as they walked quickly to catch up to the official and Kyle.

      “He worked for a huge clinic in Louisville. He then got fired from the clinic and opened his own practice, which subsequently folded after two years of horrible mismanagement. Then his dad got him this job.”

      “Dr. Davies,” the steward called out, seeing them approach. “Great race.” He shook Wyatt’s hand and then Camila’s. “We’re doing the blood draw like we told you.”

      “Can you have Kyle draw two vials for me?” Wyatt asked.

      “Of course,” the steward told him with a furrowed brow. But when Wyatt didn’t say why, the steward turned and went to instruct Kyle.

      “What’s this for?” Kyle asked moments later as he handed the vial to Wyatt.

      “I have a meeting shortly with the head steward and the track president. I wanted this on hand in case they had any questions,” Wyatt said with a shrug. “Better to be prepared and all.”

      Kyle looked like he wanted to roll his eyes but instead of commenting turned to leave.

      “Would you mind overseeing the testing?” Wyatt asked the steward loud enough for Kyle to hear.

      “Of course,” he said before heading toward the lab with Kyle.

      “Arsehole,” Camila muttered, and Mike laughed before they wrapped each other up in a big hug.

      “I almost had second,” Mike said, but it was clear from her smile she was happy with how she raced.

      Wyatt was soon surrounded by his small team. He looked around at Bud, Camila, Mike, and Blythe. For the first time, he felt what Nana Ruth wanted for him. This was his horse family, and she talked about her own days at the tracks and the special people she had in her life as they raced and knew she was smiling with them.

      “We hate to interrupt, but we’re excited to join the party,” Piper called out to them as she lifted a bottle of champagne. “This is from Miss Daisy. She said you’d know what it was for.”

      Wyatt’s smile widened. Even more family. Miss Daisy knew exactly what his Nana Ruth would have done and had reminded him of it. “Champagne for everyone,” he called out as Piper also pulled out small plastic champagne coupes while Wyatt popped the cork. Sydney held the glasses and passed them out as Wyatt poured.

      “Excuse me,” Sydney called out to one of Carter’s guards, “do you mind taking a picture?”

      The group gathered around Daisy, and Wyatt lifted the champagne glass to Daisy’s lips as the guard snapped the picture.

      “Now, down that champagne and let’s get you changed for the media interviews,” Sydney said to Michaela.

      “I didn’t win,” Mike said, looking suddenly worried.

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re a story.”

      “Who wants an interview?” Wyatt asked.

      “Only the top women’s magazine and the top racing outlet. They both found me down at the box some of us rented.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Mike said nervously.

      Sydney smiled kindly at her and held out the bag she was carrying. “Syd, Inc. has your back. And you say whatever you want. I’d recommend talking about how you ended up racing for Wyatt and what you hope to achieve in your career.”

      “I can do that,” Mike said, taking a deep breath.

      “Let’s get ready then.” Syd looped her arm around Mike’s shoulders as they headed for the jockeys’ building.

      “Are you ready for me now?” Piper asked, setting down her champagne.

      “I am.” Wyatt turned to Camila. “Celebrate away. Piper and I have a drug to expose.”

      Camila leaned up on her toes, tilted her head back, and kissed him on the lips. “We’ll be right here waiting to hear how it went.”

      

      Wyatt and Piper entered the track president’s office ten minutes later. They were immediately shown to the conference room where the executives of the track, the stewards, and the racing official were all waiting.

      “If you’re lodging a formal complaint about unfair drug testing,” the steward who had just tested Daisy’s blood started to say, “you should know your horse’s blood was clean and we tested the top four horses as well. You were not singled out.”

      “How many of you have heard of Popular?” Piper asked, setting down the large steel suitcase she’d wheeled in, ignoring the steward.

      “Let me introduce everyone,” the president said as he stood up. “Dr. Wyatt Davies is not only an owner, but also a veterinarian. He came to me after there had been some incidents at the track. He feared there was a new drug on the market hurting our horses. He couldn’t prove anything with available tests, and for months we tried to find evidence. It wasn’t until his trainer was attacked and drugged that we got that evidence. She was attacked as a warning to Dr. Davies to give up his search for the truth. This is Dr. Piper Creed. She’s a world-renowned doctor and inventor in the field of nanotechnology. She’s been helping Dr. Davies. Go ahead, doctors.”

      “The attack on my trainer was actually the break we needed. The hospital and police had seen similar reactions to what I was seeing in horses, only they knew the source—a drug from South America named Popular. I’ll let Piper tell you about it.”

      Wyatt stepped back and Piper explained how she’d developed a blood test for Popular and how it was now ready for mass use between racing and police forces through her lab in Lexington. Everyone was quiet, but Wyatt knew they were listening.

      “So, if you want, I can show you how the test runs.”

      “I’d be interested in seeing that,” the racing commissioner said, leaning forward.

      “The blood that you test at the track would have to be sent to me after your initial testing, unless the major doping agencies wish to purchase the test from me. The police are working on getting their drug company to purchase it as well. This is Daisy’s blood from an hour ago. And this is blood after consuming Popular.”

      Piper ran the tests as everyone watched. She’d made it incredibly easy to test now that she knew what was in it. “As you can see, the synthetic toxic lights up neon when present.”

      “Is this like cobra venom?” one of the executives asked.

      “Similar. It’s actually closer to what people call frog juice that releases dermorphin. A Denver lab found a testing procedure for that and so the cheaters turned to a synthetic that they derive from another kind of tree frog found in South America,” Piper explained.

      “But there’s no evidence of this being used here, is there?” the vice president of the track asked.

      “If you’d like, I’ll have my lab here tomorrow. I’ll run a full day’s testing—every horse—for free. My only request is that no one knows. Not even the track vet. What do you have to lose?” Piper asked the room.

      “You have a deal, Dr. Creed.”
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      Camila, Bud, and Blythe celebrated Daisy while Wyatt and Piper had disappeared. While she was beyond excited, she also felt her body on edge. She felt as if she were being watched. When she looked around, she saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      “That was so cool!” Michaela yelled as she ran over with Sydney. “They want my picture with Daisy. We need Wyatt to agree.”

      “He’s in a meeting, but I can text him.” Camila saw the photographer setting up and worried about interrupting. However, this could be a very big deal for both Mike and Wyatt Farm.

      Approval granted. I’ll be there in ten minutes.

      “I have written confirmation from Dr. Davies. He agrees to let you photograph Picking Daisies,” Camila said, showing the text to the photographer’s assistant who then got to work setting up lighting as Syd got Mike ready.

      Camila and Blythe watched as the photographer began, but something kept bothering her. When she turned around she found Marco walking toward her with his cousin Leo.

      “What’s going on?” Leo asked as they watched Mike being put on Daisy’s back in an elegant gown. The layers of tulle blew elegantly in the breeze, while her riding boots were exposed underneath it.

      “Michaela’s is being interviewed for a magazine. How’s your claim horse doing?” she asked Leo.

      “Racing him tomorrow in one of the throwaway races after the Capitol Stakes. He’s the longest shot on the track so I’m not hoping for much. But he has potential. I’ve been talking to Arnold about him, and if he has a good show in the race, he might take him on,” Leo told her as Mike and Daisy posed.

      Camila looked around and saw Arnold back at Carter’s part of the barn, talking to the men she’d seen him with earlier. Arnold didn’t look happy. Neither did the men.

      “I still think you should have Camila train for you,” Marco said, drawing her attention away from Arnold.

      “She might be too big for a little fish like me,” Leo teased.

      Suddenly Marco went rigid next to her. “Papa?”

      Camila saw an older man in his late fifties or early sixties walking toward them in a very expensive suit. His black hair was sprinkled with gray and his olive skin looked to have the help of some injections to keep it tight with very few wrinkles. What also stuck out to Camila was his total lack of fun. No brightly colored tie, no jaunty hat, and he certainly would never be caught dead in pink like so many of the guys there that day.

      Mr. Strinati was every inch the tough father Marco had described.

      “Marco. Why are you not at your barn?”

      Mr. Strinati ignored Camila, and she was fine with that. He seemed completely opposite from his friendly son. Even Leo, who was more reserved than Marco, seemed like an outgoing guy next to Mr. Strinati.

      “We were just talking to our friends, Papa. This is C.C. Callahan, she’s the trainer for Wyatt Farm. And this is Blythe. She’s the owner of the horse being photographed. Ladies, may I present my father, Joseph Strinati?”

      Mr. Strinati bowed his head in a quick acknowledgment but then turned to his son. “I have come to see how you are running my investment, but then I find you here instead of looking over our own. Come, we have much to discuss.”

      Poor Marco looked horribly embarrassed, and Leo looked chastised as Mr. Strinati pulled Leo ahead and began walking to their barn.

      “Please excuse my father’s rude behavior. He’s used to running things. You should see him when he’s the chef in a kitchen.” Marco forced a smile and then cast a glance at Daisy. “Congratulations today and best of luck tomorrow.”

      “That was strange,” Blythe said as they stood watching the men walk around the barn.

      “I thought my dad was tough,” Camila said with a shake of her head. “Wyatt!” Her whole face lit up at seeing him walk in with his cousin.

      “Hello, beautiful,” he said, giving her a kiss. Camila sighed and her whole body relaxed as Wyatt rested his hand on the small of her back. “Wow. This is going to be an amazing spread for Wyatt Farm and Michaela.”

      “Excuse me, are you the owner of Wyatt Farm?” the assistant asked.

      “I am.”

      “Could you sign this release?”

      “Of course.” Wyatt signed the paperwork and answered a few questions for the article. Then Bud helped Mike from Daisy’s back. The photographer packed up as Sydney and Mike disappeared and Blythe helped Bud put Daisy away.

      “I have great news,” Wyatt whispered as he pulled her against his side.

      “What’s that?” Camila asked as she rested her head against his chest.

      “The racing commission and the track have agreed to let Piper secretly test everyone tomorrow for Popular. Even Kyle won’t know about it.”

      “That’s great. If we can catch who is using it we can trace it back to where it’s coming from.”

      “That’s what we’re hoping.” Wyatt kissed the top of her head and Camila snuggled closer.

      “We’re done for the day. Are we going back to Keeneston?”

      “I thought we could stay in town tonight since tomorrow will be a big day,” Wyatt told her as he waved to Bud.

      “I’ll stay here tonight, boss,” Bud called out.

      “Reporting for duty. Where do you want me?” Luke Tanner, the newest Keeneston deputy, asked.

      “Can you stay with Bud and Timothy tonight? I’ll be with Camila all night,” Wyatt told him.

      “Sure thing.”

      “Make sure no one, even someone you might know, touches anything or gets anywhere near the horses. Only you and Bud can touch them, feed them, and so on. I want everyone else far away. Especially after someone tried to hit Daisy today with Popular. Or at least that’s our guess.”

      “We’ll keep it locked down tight.” Luke smiled at them and then headed off to see Bud.

      Wyatt turned to Blythe and asked her to stay with Mike tonight. He swore he’d take care of Camila, but he was now worried about Mike. Blythe reluctantly agreed and made him promise to check in with her later.

      Camila and Wyatt said their goodbyes to everyone and got into his truck. Blythe slipped quietly into her SUV and followed them at a discreet distance as they left the track.

      “Wait,” Camila said suddenly as she realized Wyatt was heading the wrong way. “The motel is this way.”

      “We’re not staying at the motel tonight.”

      Camila’s lips tilted into a grin. “Did you plan something?”

      “A gentleman never tells.”

      Camila sat back and waited to see what Wyatt had planned. They drove through the small downtown and then toward the Kentucky River that ran through Frankfort. In ten minutes, they were outside the city and Wyatt was pulling up to a beautiful old house that was perched on top of a hill overlooking the river.

      As Wyatt walked around the truck to open her door, the thick wooden door of the two-story square brick house opened. An elderly couple stood side by side with large smiles on their faces. Wyatt held the door for Camila before reaching into the backseat and pulling out two suitcases she hadn’t noticed before.

      “Oh, Wyatt. Look at how you’ve grown!” the woman said as she turned to her husband. “I swear he wasn’t knee-high to a grasshopper the last time we saw him with Ruth and Beauford.”

      Wyatt held out his hand and Camila took it as they walked up the limestone steps to the front door. “Mr. and Mrs. Brown, it is so wonderful seeing you again.”

      Camila watched as Wyatt kissed Mrs. Brown on the cheek and shook hands with Mr. Brown—both of whom looked to be well into their eighties.

      “I’m so glad you called us. Welcome to Brown Manor,” Mrs. Brown said before hugging Camila after Wyatt introduced them.

      “We operate a bed and breakfast during race season. But I have to admit, as technology came and we didn’t join it, we haven’t had many young people stay with us. Most of our clientele are our age,” Mr. Brown told her as he escorted her inside.

      The house was beautiful. Old photographs of racehorses mixed with oil paintings of an era long gone. Camila took a deep breath and smelled the scent of lemon wax mixed with fresh flowers. Vases full of flowers filled every room.

      They walked down the hall, past two sitting rooms, and toward the large staircase in the middle of the grand entryway. One flight was straight up the middle and then two sets of stairs broke off—one going to the right and the other to the left.

      Mrs. and Mr. Brown stopped at the bottom of the stairs and handed Wyatt a key. “It’s exactly what you asked for. Room Four. We will see you both in the morning for breakfast at six.”

      “You don’t have to get up that early for us,” Camila told the sweet woman.

      “It’s no trouble. Besides, you aren’t the only horse people here. My granddaughter will be here then to help with hair and makeup for some of our other clients. You can grab her first if you need. She’s not scheduled to start until seven-thirty on Mrs. Kranski.”

      Next to her Wyatt suddenly smiled. “June and Julius are here?”

      “They are. They came to see their horse run in the stakes race tomorrow. You’ll see them at breakfast,” Mr. Brown told them. “Goodnight. The house is yours, so if you need anything, feel free to head into the kitchen or out into the gardens.”

      “Thank you. Goodnight, Mr. Brown. Mrs. Brown.” Wyatt gave Mrs. Brown a gentle hug and shook Mr. Brown’s hand as Camila said her good-nights.

      “Who are June and Julius?” Camila asked as they headed up the stairs.

      “Very old friends of the family. They were friends of my great-grandparents and are also very close with the Ashtons. They like to claim responsibility for getting Kenna and Will together.”

      Small side tables were placed between each door with a vase of flowers on them. The fourth room was in the back corner away from the other rooms. Camila smelled the food before they even made it into the room. Wyatt opened the door and the scent of fresh cornbread washed over her.

      The room was beautiful. There was a king-sized poster bed that was turned down with little chocolates on each pillow. There was a thick oriental carpet at the foot of the bed and floor-to-ceiling French doors on both corner walls. One set of doors was open and framed in the door was a small table with two chairs. The table held a single red rose in the middle with two covered plates and two wine glasses. On the table under the television were more covered plates.

      “What is this?” Camila asked in wonder as Wyatt placed their bags on the floor and moved to pull out a chair for her.

      “I wanted to celebrate with you tonight.” He grinned, but he also looked nervous. What was going on?

      Camila sat down and Wyatt took the cover of a plate off to find pesto risotto topped with grilled shrimp. Wyatt brought over one of the other plates and put the cornbread in the middle of the table before pouring the white wine.

      Camila looked beyond the small balcony at a fragrant garden below. “This is so you, Wyatt.” She took a deep breath as Wyatt lifted his wine glass.

      “To the best thing to have ever walked into my life. Even if I was wearing lipstick at the time.”

      Camila relaxed as she laughed and clinked glasses together. The meal was lovely as they ate and talked. When it was complete and Camila sat back looking out over the garden, Wyatt lifted the table and set it in the corner of the small balcony before moving his chair next to hers. They sat in silence overlooking the garden where a family of deer walked through the far side.

      “Camila, there is something I have been trying to find a way to say.”

      “Are you firing me?” Camila asked, suddenly worried.

      “What?” Wyatt asked with a laugh. “Why on earth would you think I would fire you?”

      “It sounds serious,” Camila said with a hint of nervousness to her voice.

      “It is, but not in the way you’re thinking. You’re the best thing to have ever happened to me. Not your superior training skills for the farm, but you.” Wyatt took her hand in his and turned toward her. “Camila, I am madly in love with you. I want to offer you the world, but for now all I have to offer is my heart.”

      Camila had taken a deep breath in but now realized she was still holding it. Her heart thumped so loud she was sure Wyatt heard it. A rush of adrenaline surged through her as she finally let out her breath and squeezed his hand. “M’fhíorghrá, my true love. I love you, too,” Camila said, no longer able to sit still. She was in his lap and kissing him before he could say another word.

      Camila wrapped her arms around his neck and braced her knees on either side of his thighs as she kissed him deeply. Wyatt’s hands were pulling up her dress that was already bunched across her thighs. His hands grabbed her arse and squeezed before she felt him pushing her dress up higher, exposing her breasts.

      “Take this off,” he ordered in a gravelly voice as he bent his head and began placing hot kisses across the top of her breasts. Camila yanked the dress over her head and arched her back, giving Wyatt full access to her chest. And he didn’t disappoint. Her bra was quickly removed and dropped to the balcony floor. The warm night air blew over her body as Wyatt worshiped it with his mouth.

      In one quick move, Wyatt stood, holding her half-naked body in his arms. “Let me show you how I love you.”

      Camila didn’t need to speak. She ground against him and kissed his neck as he carried her into the bedroom. Wyatt laid her on the bed and slowly peeled her panties from her body. As they moved together, Wyatt whispered the depths of his love for her into her ear, sending rushes of pleasure through her heart and body.
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      Wyatt woke with Camila in his arms while the sky was still dark. She loved him. Wyatt smiled and kissed the top of her sleeping head. Camila moved her hand over his chest as she snuggled closer to him. This had to be the best feeling in the world. Not even winning the stakes race would compare to how he felt.

      “What time is it?” Camila grumbled against his chest.

      “Five-thirty.”

      Camila stretched and tilted her face up toward his. “We should shower before breakfast. We’ll need to leave by seven-thirty.”

      “We?”

      Camila grinned mischievously. “Yes, and if we don’t hurry we’ll be late for breakfast.”

      Camila sprang from bed and walked backward to the bathroom as she crooked her finger at him to follow.

      Well, what the lady wanted, the lady would get.

      

      “Bless my soul! It’s Wyatt Davies,” an elegant older woman cried out as Wyatt and Camila entered the dining room for breakfast fifteen minutes late, but with wide smiles on their faces.

      She looked to be in her late seventies or early eighties. Her husband looked a little older. Both were dressed in jeans and blazers. She had on giant pearl earrings and pink lipstick.

      “June! Julius! It’s so great to see you again. It’s been ages.” Wyatt leaned down and kissed June’s cheek and then shook Julius’s hand. He might be older, but like Wyatt’s Grandpa Jake, he was a farmer at heart and farmers always had a strong handshake.

      “It’s been since Carter’s wedding. And who is this?” June asked, not bothering to hide her curiosity.

      “This is my girlfriend, Camila Callahan. Camila, this is June and Julius Kranski.” It felt great calling Camila his girlfriend. Wyatt found himself feeling very proud as she shook hands with his family friends.

      “Are you Sean’s daughter?” Julius asked.

      “I am. Do you know my da?”

      “When you’ve been in horses as long as I have, you come across everyone at some point. We saw him at Ascot this past year. He said he was coming to Kentucky in May.”

      “He has a horse that is sure to win the European entry for the Derby,” Camila said nicely, but Wyatt picked up on the tension in her body.

      “June, Julius, I have a favor to ask,” Wyatt said, drawing their attention from Camila.

      “Anything, what is it?” June asked sweetly.

      “Camila is also my trainer, C.C. Callahan.” Wyatt felt Camila go rigid under his hand.

      “I figured that out, dear. What’s the favor?” June asked again.

      “Her father doesn’t believe she should be a trainer. He thinks women don’t have the knowledge to do it in the big leagues. Camila doesn’t want her father to know she’s training my horses. She plans on showing him what she’s accomplished in May.”

      June and Julius were quiet for a moment and then June broke out in elegant laughter. “Serves him right. I love it, dear.” June reached out and took Camila’s hand. “I will be right there cheering you on.”

      “Here, here!” Julius said, lifting his coffee to her in salute.

      “Thank you both so much,” Camila said as she placed her hand over her heart.

      “Come and join us. I want to hear all about how you met.” June patted the chair next to her. Wyatt pulled out the chair, and before long June and Camila were laughing away as he and Julius talked about the horses racing in the Capitol Stakes.
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      Wyatt left Blythe, Bud, Camila, Luke, and Cody at the barns and quietly excused himself. He made sure he wasn’t followed as he headed to the racetrack offices. He walked up the stairs, past security, and into the conference room where he’d met with them the day before.

      “Good morning, Wyatt.” Piper smiled from the table that was entirely covered with lab equipment.

      “You’re here early,” Wyatt said, looking down the table and nodding at the lab techs all lined up.

      “We wanted to be ready to run these tests. Our goal is to have Kyle pull all the blood immediately after the race and collect them. The commissioner told him that one of his men would help collect and store them until they could be run after the race day,” Piper explained.

      “Which, of course, is not true.”

      “Of course not,” Piper said deviously. “I’ll run them immediately. We hope to have the results before the next race goes off. That’s why some of my lab team is here today.”

      “Dr. Davies,” the commissioner said as he and the president walked in. “Your cousin is something else. She has her plan, and it’s already in action. Kyle will collect blood with the help of one of our own vets so we can get it done quickly.”

      “We’ll know what we know by the end of the day,” the president said with his hands in his suit pockets. He looked dignified, yet very nervous. Wyatt didn’t blame him. This would look bad for his racetrack. But by being proactive, it would ultimately show they want a clean sport. It certainly helped that the commission was on board.

      “Is there anything you need of me?” Wyatt asked. He’d been nervous since he arrived at the track that morning. The night before had been a perfect escape from the pressure of the track. But as soon as he arrived that morning, his stomach had knotted in anticipation of something happening.

      “You’ve been a great help,” the commissioner told him. “I couldn’t get you more boxes. But to say thank you for helping us with this, I reserved the box next to Ashton Farm for Wyatt Farm and a large section of the grandstand for your friends and family directly behind the Keeneston boxes. Dr. Creed told me to expect a crowd. Have them go to ‘will call’ and tell them they’re with Wyatt Farm.” The president held out his hand and Wyatt shook it.

      “Thank you. That’s very kind of you to do when I know you must be as worried as I am about today.”

      The man who was around his father’s age looked relieved to have someone acknowledge the situation. His shoulders slumped and he let out a long breath. “It’s hard. But thanks to you, we can get ahead of the situation and take these people down.”

      “I’ll let you all get to it then. Text me if you need anything,” Wyatt said to the men but then directed a longer look to Piper, who gave a small nod of understanding. She’d keep him updated directly.

      Wyatt sent a text message to the town phone tree with the information about tickets. The gates had opened by now and the parking lot was slowly filling with people in their best attire. Some liked to head inside immediately, but most who arrived early did what Reagan called elegant tailgating.

      “How is everyone doing?” Wyatt asked as he approached his stables.

      Bud was dressed in an actual suit and tie. Of course he was still wearing a baseball cap, but this one was embroidered with WYATT FARM arched over a galloping red horse.

      “Great hat, Bud,” Wyatt said, taking it in.

      “Your Auntie Paige dropped them off just a minute ago,” Bud told him. “She brought one for everyone.”

      Bud reached into a Southern Charms bag and tossed a hat to Wyatt who slipped it onto his head and took a deep breath. The tension started to unravel as he hung out with this team.

      Gent was taken out and brushed down. Bud, Luke, and Cody took him on a little walk to keep him loose and relaxed as the grandstands began to fill.

      “Dr. Davies,” a young man called out as he approached him. “Would you mind giving an interview?”

      And so the morning went. All questions for C.C. were written down and then Camila filled them out as she stood with Bud, giving everyone the impression that Bud was C.C. Callahan. Finally the races were about to begin, and Wyatt was informed that everyone from Keeneston was there.

      “Shall we watch some races?” Wyatt asked the group.

      “I’d like to stay with Gent,” Bud told him.

      “I’ll stay, too,” Cody said, taking a seat on the large tack box to the side of Gent’s door. Gent leaned over and nudged Cody’s shoulder.

      “I’ll go with you to say hi to everyone, but I may not stay long,” Camila said as she reached out and took his hand in hers.

      “Great. Let’s go. We’ll be back at least two races before the stakes. I have my phone. Call me if anything is out of the ordinary.”

      

      “I think everything is out of the ordinary today,” Camila admitted to Wyatt as they walked toward the grandstand. The first race had just gone off as they slowed to watch from the rail before heading up the side stairs to the grandstand.

      “I know what you mean. Everyone and everything is suspect. But we will know soon. Piper will begin testing the second the race is over.”

      Camila could only nod. She liked to think she was strong, but right now it was painful to stand still. There was so much tension in her body she was practically shaking. Instead she wrung her hands until Wyatt reached over and took one of her hands in his.

      “It’ll be okay.”

      “I don’t know about that. Let’s just say I have a very bad feeling about today. I’ve never looked so forward to a day while at the same time dreading it.”

      Camila watched as the horses raced by, and she squeezed Wyatt’s hand. At least she wasn’t alone. She turned her head slightly and saw Luke and Blythe not watching the race but the people around them. It gave her some comfort to know she wasn’t going to be caught off guard again, but it also drove home the fact that she had been targeted, as well as the horses.

      “Eight o’clock,” Luke said from behind them as he stepped closer.

      Wyatt and Camila turned and Camila could have sworn Wyatt cursed at the sight of Dr. Kyle Avery storming toward them.

      “Are you behind this?” he demanded at Wyatt.

      “Behind what, Kyle?”

      “The drug testing. Do you know how much extra work I have to do today because of your crazy theory that there’s a new drug out there hurting horses? We already tested the horses that have gone down on the track this entire season and none of them tested positive for any banned substances. But noooo, Mr. High and Mighty has to try to make me look inept. As if I can’t run a simple drug test.”

      “Kyle, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Wyatt said so convincingly that Camila believed him even though she knew the truth.

      Kyle looked pissed as he shook his head. “For some reason, I, and this racing commission vet, have to pull blood on every horse today right after they race. Do you know why?”

      Wyatt wrinkled his brow as if in thought. “To stop illegal drugging?”

      “Whatever, Wyatt. But I know you’re just the kind of goody-goody asshole to make the racing commissioner do this. Now I have to bust my ass instead of enjoying the day.” Kyle spun around and stormed off as the horses began to make their way off the track.

      Camila felt someone watching her and she turned around as if looking at the horses, but Kyle was already at work. She glanced around and saw Marco, his father, and his cousin approaching, but they were talking to each other and didn’t notice her. Camila tried to shake it off, but her Irish blood was telling her that something was off.

      “Come on, let’s go to our own box today,” Wyatt said as she held out his arm for her to take.

      Camila hadn’t placed her second foot on the box level of the grandstand when she heard. “Sugarbear! Lord have mercy, it’s a sign! A horse in the next race is named My Sugar Bear. Sugarbear, I need a hundred dollars to bet on you.”

      The tension in Camila’s shoulders relaxed as she burst out laughing. Aniyah came racing down the grandstand in five-inch stilettos and a form-fitting lime-green dress that hugged her scrumptious curves to the point that she had to go down the stairs sideways.

      “There they are. Go Keeneston!” Cassidy yelled as she saw Camila and Wyatt. Camila took in the scene as hope filled her heart. Surely nothing would go wrong when the entire town had her back.

      All of Wyatt’s aunts and uncles, along with his grandma and grandpa and the Rose sisters took up the first row. Behind them sat their families and friends. The last couple of rows held the firefighters surrounded by the girl group who called themselves the Belles. Wyatt explained that they were supposed to help with charity but were really hunting for potential husbands.

      Camila waved as Wyatt shook hands with his family in the front row before they made it to their box. Luke headed up into the stands to sit with his girlfriend, Ava Miller. Marshall and Katelyn sat in the back row of the Wyatt Farm box.

      “I guess you saw your sister,” Marshall said to Wyatt. “Apparently she thought we weren’t going to be fun enough. Since she and Deacon are on a date day, they wanted to party.”

      “Deacon probably wanted to kiss his wife without you being all growly,” Katelyn said as she laughed at her husband.

      Blythe took a seat behind them and left the last seat open for Bud. She leaned over and waved at Veronica, who was two boxes away. People in their parties talked easily to each other as the next lineup of horses began their parade down the front stretch.

      “That’s My Sugar Bear! I love you!” Aniyah yelled so loudly the jockey looked up into the stands.

      “Are you really going to bet against me?” Carter yelled up at Aniyah. Camila’s shoulders shook at the two of them teasing each other.

      The race went off as Aniyah and Carter got into a cheering match—Carter for his horse and Aniyah for My Sugar Bear. By the time the race ended with Carter winning and the long shot, My Sugar Bear, coming in third, Camila, Wyatt, and the rest of Keeneston were practically in tears.

      “Come on, Aniyah,” Carter yelled up to her as his family made their way to the winner’s circle. “You lost the bet and my bonus is that you and DeAndre get in the picture with us.”

      “Are you getting nervous?” Katelyn asked Camila as everything finally settled down between the races.

      “Yes,” Camila admitted, but didn’t tell her the real reason she was nervous was that she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched.
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      Camila wondered how time seemed to both fly by and drag by. Tension only grew with every text Wyatt got from Piper.

      “They found a pattern,” Wyatt whispered to her as the next race was about to go off. “So far, there are three confirmed uses of the drug. All long shots, but not the longest shot. And all were ridden by Julio. One horse was from DP Stables, one was from Titan Florida Stables, and one was from an OC Racing Syndicate.”

      “Are there any other connections?”

      “Piper doesn’t know yet. She said the commissioner is livid. They’ve put an undercover stable hand on him to record him.”

      “Julio is racing in almost every race,” she said as she flipped through the program. “He races a horse for practically every trainer and every farm.”

      “I know. We need more information to complete the puzzle.”

      The Keeneston section went wild and Camila looked up to see Julio crossing the finish line first on a horse owned by Desert Sun Farm.

      “Shit,” Wyatt cursed before sending off a quick text to Piper. “Congratulations, guys,” Wyatt called out to the Ali Rahman family and the Mueez family.

      “They would never allow drugs to be used on their horses,” Camila whispered as she gave them a thumbs-up.

      “He might not be using them on every horse. This horse was already a favorite. And I know if he was, it was without the farm’s knowledge. Mo is the most ethical person I know. Right now we don’t know if any owners are part of it or not,” Wyatt whispered back.

      Camila took a deep breath to center herself. It was time.

      “I need to go and get Gent ready.” Her hands were beginning to shake with nerves. Everything felt off.

      “Mom, Dad, we’ll be back in a couple of races. We need to get Gent ready for the big race.”

      Wyatt’s mother stood up and wrapped Camila in a hug. “No matter what happens in the race, you are a wonderful trainer.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Davies,” Camila said, letting the warm mom-hug calm her.

      “Good luck, you two!” Marshall called out as they made their way out of the box. Blythe and Luke fell into line behind them as they walked down the grandstand stairs.

      “Dr. Davies!”

      Camila turned to see an older man she didn’t recognize. But by his air of superiority and the deference everyone passing gave him she figured he must be someone important.

      “Commissioner,” Wyatt said and then Camila realized why he was being shown such respect.

      “I need a moment, Dr. Davies.” He looked at Camila and dismissed her.

      “I’ll meet you all at the stables,” Wyatt told them.

      Camila, Blythe, and Luke began to walk away when Camila got the feeling of being watched again.

      “What is it?” Blythe asked.

      “I can’t help but feel someone is watching me. Or maybe Wyatt.” Camila turned to see Wyatt and the commissioner deep in discussion.

      “Luke, will you stay here and watch Wyatt? Blythe can come with me. Today can’t be over soon enough.” Camila shivered as if someone had run a cold fingernail down her spine.

      “Sure thing. We’ll be with you faster than green grass through a goose.”

      Camila cocked her head, perplexed but then decided to let it go. She could guess that meant they’d be with them quickly.

      They passed through security and into the barn area. Camila was lost in thought as Blythe grabbed her arm to stop her. “Do you hear something?”

      The sound of boots scuffling against concrete in an unnatural way could be heard nearby. Camila turned in that direction. It was coming from the small cement outbuilding that housed men’s and women’s bathrooms and showers for the grooms.

      “Stay here,” Blythe ordered.

      “My arse,” Camila muttered as she followed close behind.

      “I won’t do it!”

      “Mike!” Camila gasped as soon as she recognized the voice coming from the women’s restroom.

      Blythe and Camila took off running. The restrooms didn’t have a door, but an open maze-like entrance that led into the restrooms. Beyond them were the showers and a door capable of being locked. The noise level indicated that Mike wasn’t back in the showers, but in the restroom.

      “Get off me!” Mike hissed and then they both heard the sounds of struggle.

      “You will do what I say or you won’t leave this bathroom alive,” a low voice snarled.

      Blythe held up her hand and stopped Camila from rushing inside. “Stay,” she whispered but Camila just rolled her eyes. “Then stay behind me. We don’t know if he’s armed or not.” Blythe pulled out a stun gun that looked almost identical to a real gun except for the neon tip that indicated where the prongs were.

      The sound of boots being dragged had Blythe hurrying forward. “Freeze and let her go!”

      The commanding voice that boomed from Blythe with no hesitation was surprising. It was almost as surprising as the sight of Mike being dragged along the dirty concrete floor by her hair. Mike’s eyes were wide and wild. She wasn’t going quietly. Her hands gripped her assailant’s to prevent her hair from being pulled out and she was kicking, cursing, and fighting with all she had.

      As soon as the man saw Blythe’s gun, he yanked Mike up and used her as a shield. He looked to be in his late twenties, dark hair, brown eyes, and had a slight five-o’clock shadow. He was also dressed as a stable hand for the track.

      “Who are you?” Camila asked as she stepped out from behind Blythe. The man was armed, but it wasn’t with a gun. He pulled an ivory and gold handle from his pocket, pushed something on the handle and a nine-inch stiletto-style blade shot out.

      “Ah, Miss Callahan. You can talk some sense into your jockey. You will let us give a little boost to your horse today, or I’ll kill your jockey.”

      “Why would you want to give drugs to our horse? Won’t that just make him win?” Camila asked and then sucked in her breath. “That’s exactly why you want to do it. You’re rigging the racing and making a fortune on it by placing bets. I’ll give it to you, you have some big bollocks to rig a race as big as the Capitol Stakes.”

      “Your horse will be fine. You’ll qualify for the Derby and win a very large purse. It’s a win-win.”

      Camila looked to Mike whose eyes were filled with rage and over at Blythe holding the stun gun and smiled slowly. “I’m the last piece. You need me or the plan won’t go down. Gent is good enough to pull off the win without drawing suspicion. The other jockeys have agreed to hold back the favorites. You just need a winner.”

      “You’re smarter than I gave you credit for. I should have just come to you instead of this bitch. But one way or the other, Gent will be involved.”

      “I want in. I want to know where to place my bets. Only then will I agree to drug Gent.”

      “Camila,” Mike hissed in shocked disappointment.

      “What do we do about her?” the man asked as he gave Mike a little shake.

      “She’ll fall into line, won’t you, Michaela? She never liked Gent anyway.” Camila hardened her eyes at Mike and silently willed her to agree.

      Mike was quiet for a moment. “I want double what you’re paying the other jockeys.”

      “Double?” The man laughed. “I’m doing you a favor by skyrocketing your career.”

      “Double or nothing,” Mike said, again no longer struggling. “And don’t you dare think you can cheat me. I can find out in five minutes what you paid the others.”

      “Fine. Double. But you only get paid after you win the race.”

      Blythe slowly lowered the stun gun as the man eyed her.

      “Deal,” Mike and Camila said a second before the guy shoved Mike away from him.

      “Now!” Camila yelled and Blythe didn’t hesitate as Mike dropped to the ground. She raised the stun gun and fired right at the man.

      Mike rolled out of the way of the falling body, twitching as Blythe held down the trigger sending electricity through him.

      “Oh my gosh!”

      Camila turned around ready to throw a punch but stopped as she came face to face with Veronica.

      “Call the police,” Blythe ordered as Veronica was already pulling out her phone.

      “DeAndre, you’re needed immediately in the women’s restroom halfway between the security check and the barns. Blythe has a man in custody.”

      “Who is he?” Camila asked.

      “He’s the one who tried to attack me on Daisy,” Mike said as she stood up.

      “Blythe, this might not be the most romantic time, but goodness, my heart is pounding,” Veronica said fully composed. “How about dinner tomorrow night?”

      “That would be lovely, thank you.” Blythe beamed at Veronica as she sent another jolt to the man groaning on the ground.

      Camila wanted to relax but something was still bothering her. And then it hit her like a truck. “He said one way or the other they’d get Gent.”

      Spinning to the door, she pushed Veronica out of the way and sprinted from the bathroom. She had to get to Gent. The stupid heels were getting in the way so Camila simply ran out of them, leaving them behind in the dust.

      She heard the sounds of an upset horse as she neared the barn. People were crowded around, but it wasn’t Gent’s stall. It was Daisy’s. It was then she saw a man reach into his pocket and pull out something as he slipped from the crowd. He turned in profile and Camila saw who it was as he walked toward Gent.

      “Bud!” Camila screamed, causing Bud to look over his shoulder from where he was trying to calm Daisy. “Gent!”

      Camila was in a flat-out run, but she wasn’t going to make it. The man she recognized turned and saw her as he held out his hand for Gent. But Bud was faster than she thought. Bud crashed into trainer Arnold Cushions. As Bud and Arnold went down, the sugar cube he was about to give to Gent rolled from his hand.

      Bud, much younger and in shape, quickly wrestled Arnold until Bud had position to pull back his arm and slam his fist into Arnold’s face. Cody pushed his way out from inside Daisy’s stall as everyone stared in shock at the now one-sided fight.

      Camila slid to a stop next to them. She didn’t stop Bud from landing one more punch as she bent over and carefully picked up the sugar cube.

      “Bud,” Cody said softly as he placed his hand on Bud’s raised fisted hand. “I’ll take it from here.”

      “What’s going on?” Wyatt yelled as he and Luke sprinted toward them. Behind them, Mike was hot on their heels.

      “Gent!” Mike called out, pushing past Wyatt and running straight for the horse. “How’s my boy?” Mike placed her hand on his nose and Gent snorted in reply before shaking his head with irritation.

      “A guy attacked Mike in the restroom,” Camila began as she spit out the whole story in under ten seconds. Her heart wouldn’t slow down even as she tried to take deep breaths.

      

      “Call Carter,” Wyatt told Luke who had finished assisting Cody in placing Arnold in handcuffs. His heart was beating hard, and he struggled to rein in his anger. He was slightly jealous that Bud got some punches in on Arnold and Blythe got to taser the stable hand who had attacked both him and Mike.

      DeAndre, Blythe, and Veronica joined them with the man from the restroom in handcuffs. “We have another one for you,” Cody told DeAndre as he and Luke hauled Arnold up to his feet.

      

      “What’s going on?” the commissioner asked as he, the stewards, and the track president arrived in a golf cart. Wyatt had sent an emergency text to them as soon as DeAndre went running by about five minutes earlier. Wyatt and Luke thought he was headed for the barn but had run instead to the women’s restroom.

      Camila and Mike told their story a little slower this time. Phone calls were made, texts were sent, and soon the entire teams from Ashton Farm and Desert Sun Farm arrived as Julio was being dragged toward them.

      “Here’s the evidence,” the man said to the commissioner while keeping a tight hold on a spitting-mad Julio.

      The commissioner looked at the phone, then looked at Julio, and then at the man DeAndre was holding. “Arrest them all for rigging races.”

      Mo’s mouth tightened as he not so casually looked over the shoulder of the commissioner at the phone the video was playing showing the jockey taking a bribe. “I can assure you Desert Sun Farm had nothing to do with this and will cooperate fully.”

      “So will Ashton Farm,” Carter said with his father, Will, standing by his side as Arnold was placed under arrest by DeAndre.

      “You can’t prove I did anything!” Arnold argued as the crowd gathering now included stable hands, trainers, a few owners, and a couple jockeys.

      “What is going on here?” Kyle demanded as he joined in the fray.

      “Please draw blood on Mr. Ashton’s, Prince Ali Rahman’s, and Dr. Davies’s horses for us.”

      Kyle looked liked he wanted to know more, but the commissioner snapped out, “Now!” and Kyle went with the commissioner’s vet and a steward to draw the blood.

      As the group talked, Wyatt watched Camila head to the tack box to get a piece of plastic. She placed a sugar cube on it and brought it back to the commissioner as Arnold was arguing for his freedom.

      “This was what was in Arnold’s hand. He dropped it when Bud hit him.”

      “You can’t prove that was mine. You planted it there.”

      “Excuse me, but I can help with that,” Blythe said as she came forward with her phone. “I put up cameras.”

      The commissioner watched the tape and then nodded. “It’s all right here, Arnold.”

      Kyle joined them and held up a small cooler. “I have the samples. I’ll go run them now.”

      “No, call in Dr. Creed. Have her test them now so we can clear the horses for the race. Also, have her test the sugar cube,” the commissioner ordered the president of the track as he held out his hand for the cooler.

      “Dr. Creed?” Kyle asked angrily as he handed them over. “You’re having a third-party vet test the blood?”

      “Not a vet. She’s a scientist who has developed new testing for us,” the commissioner told Kyle as he stared at Arnold.

      “A new test for what?” Kyle asked.

      “For an array of illegal drugs that we weren’t previously able to test for. But we are now.” Wyatt watched Arnold’s face drain of blood as he looked around at those gathered.

      Camila came up to Wyatt then and slipped her hand in his. Her hand was shaking slightly as they stood and watched Cody and Luke help DeAndre load Arnold, the still-unknown stable hand, and Julio into three state trooper cruisers.

      “It’s over,” she said with a sigh of relief.

      Wyatt pulled her against his side and wrapped his arm around her back, anchoring her to him with his hand on her hip. He didn’t want to let her go as Piper arrived, being driven on another track golf cart.

      Kyle sputtered in anger but his bruised feelings didn’t seem to matter to anyone as Piper promised to let them know the results immediately. And then the waiting began.

      “Are you sure Arnold didn’t give Gent anything?” Wyatt asked when Bud, Blythe, Mike, Cody, and Luke joined them in a tight circle.

      “I’ve reviewed the video,” Blythe told them. “He didn’t get to Gent. He did throw something into Daisy’s stall, though. I couldn’t tell exactly what it was.”

      “It was a snake,” Cody told her. “I killed it and got it out of the stall. Bud kept her calm because we didn’t know what had happened.”

      Bud’s lips thinned in anger and his face reddened as he told them what had happened. “Cody and I were sitting outside Gent’s stall when Arnold walked over to us. We didn’t pay much attention because it was Arnold. He’s always around. Well, suddenly Daisy freaked out. I was trying to calm her, and Cody went into the stall to see if she was injured. Everyone came running to help. Then I heard Camila yelling and saw Arnold trying to feed Gent a sugar cube.”

      “I found the snake in the hay and killed it with my knife. I was carrying it out of the stall when I saw Bud punching Arnold. The snake is probably still over there. I tossed it in a bucket before helping Bud,” Cody said.

      They headed over to the bucket Cody was pointing at and then handed it over to DeAndre while making sure the commissioner and the track president saw it as well. Photographs were taken and finally the remains of the snake were disposed of.

      “Mr. Ashton, Dr. Davies, and Prince Ali Rahman, the results are in,” the commissioner called out. Wyatt slid his hand over Camila’s and pulled her along with him as he went to meet with the commissioner and president.

      Wyatt glanced at his cousin who looked determined in his innocence, but unsure of what Arnold may have done. Mo seemed to appear the same. It seemed as if no one was breathing as they waited for the commissioner to give the results.

      “All your horses are clear of any drugs and may race in the stakes race. Unfortunately, Prince Ali Rahman, Julio will not be able to race and we are also suspending your jockey, Mr. Ashton, because of his ties to Arnold and Julio. He’s now under investigation with a few others.”

      “Do you have a list of available jockeys?” Carter asked.

      “I’ve contacted the jockey agents. I am sure they will be here shortly to try to get the remaining jockeys a ride. I understand if you want to scratch, though, and I apologize as I know it’s not your fault.”

      “Thank you. Joel will let you know if we decide to go that route,” Mo said, signaling his trainer to join them as the commissioner walked away. “We have ten minutes to find a new jockey or we need to scratch.”

      Camila pulled her hand free and called Mike over to them. “Bud and I have to get Gent warmed up. They both lost their jockeys. Can you give them the scoop on any of the jockeys that might be available?” Camila asked Mike who nodded.

      Wyatt listened as Mike gave an honest rundown of the best jockeys left. And in the end, they had the same agent. They were two green as can be jockeys who had a ton of practical experience and a natural hand, according to Mike. But they did lack experience in a race this big. It was a leap of faith for Mo and Carter to trust Mike’s opinion, and it showed her knowledge and ability was being taken seriously.
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      Wyatt watched as Mike, Bud, and Camila got Gent ready in the paddock. The placed was packed as television crews filmed owners, their families, the trainers, and everyone else associated with the farms represented in the graded stakes race that could land one of them at the Derby.

      The paddock was covered with rubber bricks for the horses to walk on. The center of the paddock was perfectly manicured grass where the families stood. Old trees and vibrant flowers surrounded the entire paddock.

      Carter and Will worked with their new jockey, who wasn’t more than nineteen years old, to get him ready for their horse, Blitz, while Joel walked with his new jockey.

      “Wyatt, I think we’re almost ready,” Camila called out to him. Wyatt stepped away from where he was standing with Mo and Carter to join her.

      “There’s one more thing,” Wyatt said, looking over at Gent.

      “What is it?” Camila asked. Wyatt saw the worry on her face as if she hadn’t done a great job.

      Wyatt reached into his pocket and pulled out a tube of his Nana Ruth’s bright red lipstick. “For luck,” he said as he pulled off to top and did his best to put on the lipstick with no mirror.

      Bud shook his head, Mike’s eyes were wide, and Camila couldn’t stop laughing. Gent, on the other hand, tossed his head and pawed at the ground with excitement.

      “You’re a good horse, Gent, and we’re very proud of you.” Wyatt puckered up and Gent lowered his head and stood respectfully still. Wyatt placed a big kiss right on his nose.

      “Riders up!”

      Wyatt wiped the red lipstick from his mouth and presented his hands for Mike. She took a deep breath and then was boosted atop Gent.  She looked down at Wyatt, Bud, and Camila and smiled. “I’m going to win this. I’ll see you in the winner’s circle.”

      Gent tossed his head in agreement before Bud took hold of Gent’s lead rope to take him to the track with Wyatt and Camila walking beside them. The horses left the paddock in the order of the starting gate with Gent bringing up the rear. They walked through the gate and into the tunnel leading under the grandstand and out onto the track. The sound of the hooves and clicking of women’s high heels echoed off the brick tunnel walls. The darkness gave way to the sunlit track.

      Wyatt looked up at the determined face of his jockey and patted Mike’s leg. “You’ve got this.”

      Mike gave one curt nod of her chin in reply as Wyatt ran his hand down Gent’s neck and patted him. Bud, Camila, and he stood watching Gent as the other owners made their way back into the tunnel. Carter and Mo joined them and together they all began their walk back toward the tunnel.

      Wyatt stepped into the tunnel. His mind wandered to the race, to what had just happened, and to how he was going to move on. A shadow along the wall moved and Kyle pushed himself from the wall where he’d been waiting for them.

      “Can I have a moment?” Kyle asked.

      “I’ll escort Camila to the box,” Carter told him as Camila shot Wyatt a worried look.

      “Thank you. I’ll be there in just a minute.” Wyatt waited a moment before turning to Kyle. “What did you need, Kyle?”

      “How could you show a complete lack of trust in me? You completely undermined my entire reputation,” Kyle hissed at him.

      “How?” Wyatt asked, feeling anger rising to the surface.

      “You brought in someone else to do the testing, and you didn’t tell me. That’s the definition of undermining.” Kyle’s hands fisted as they stood in the darkened shadows of the tunnel. They were surrounded by tens of thousands of people yet they were in a world of their own.

      Wyatt paused. He wanted to lay into Kyle, but Kyle was right. He deserved the truth. “I didn’t trust you. I didn’t know how bad things had gotten or who might be involved. I’m sorry, but the fewer people who knew, the better.”

      “Knew what? No one has told me anything. What are they testing for?”

      “A new illegal substance,” Wyatt told Kyle, expecting to see him relax. Instead Kyle stiffened.

      “What substance? I haven’t heard anything about a new substance.” Kyle’s voice sounded strangled as his body went rigid. He looked as if a deep breath would shatter him.

      “A new street drug that was developed for horses but then adapted to use on humans. It’s called Popular.”

      Kyle shook his head. “There’s no way you could develop a test that quickly for a new drug.”

      “My cousin is very smart. She and her team developed it, tested it, and the track is using it today. They are taking samples from every horse that has raced.” Kyle’s mouth hung open and his eyes weren’t focused anymore. Then it hit Wyatt like a ton of bricks. “You knew about the drug and now you’re busted. Busted by a drug you thought wouldn’t show up in a blood test.”

      Kyle sputtered, trying to deny it, but Wyatt already knew the truth. “How could you, Kyle?” Wyatt’s anger bubbled to the surface.

      Kyle’s eyes snapped into focus and riveted on Wyatt. “How could I? How could I not? You would never understand. I was cut off, and my dad stopped paying my student loans. I needed money.”

      “Did you make Popular?” Wyatt asked as he barely suppressed his anger. Wyatt had worked twenty hours a day for over a year to keep the farm on track, and Kyle was complaining because he had to pay his own way for the first time. Yes, Wyatt’s family was wealthy. No, Wyatt was not. He fought against asking them for money because of pride, and when faced with the dilemma of lean times, Kyle had chosen crime over hard work.

      “No. I was approached about running the drug tests and making sure it didn’t show as positive. Now that it is, I’m screwed. All because of you. Because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut. Because you had to be the freaking hero.”

      Kyle sucker-punched Wyatt out of nowhere. His fist connected with Wyatt’s jaw, sending his head snapping to the side. Wyatt stumbled back, his hands already lifting to defend himself. If Kyle thought Wyatt was a pushover because he was nice, he had another think coming. Wyatt had trained his whole life in boxing, takedowns, and other hand-to-hand combat tactics, all because of who his family was. Just because he didn’t go into that profession didn’t mean he didn’t learn about it.

      Wyatt dodged the next punch and heard it tearing through the air directly above his head. Wyatt shot up and hit Kyle with a one-two combo of a jab and then a cross. Kyle grunted as Wyatt grabbed his shoulders, brought his knee up, and pulled Kyle down, slamming his knee into the man’s midsection.

      Kyle dropped to the ground, gasping. Security came running. Wyatt wanted answers. “Who paid you?”

      Kyle groaned and Wyatt put the heel of his cowboy boot onto Kyle’s hand and applied pressure. “Who?”

      “He’ll kill me. I’d rather go to jail.”

      “Track security! What’s going on here?”

      Wyatt tried to explain, but in the end the security guard held them both until Wyatt sent a text to the commissioner and president of the track. With two minutes to post time, Danny and Ned showed up. They released Wyatt and took Kyle into custody. Wyatt straightened his tie, brushed off his suit jacket and calmly made his way to the box. He’d thought the whole thing was over, but it wasn’t. He still needed answers.
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      “What took you so long? You almost missed the race.” Camila said as Wyatt walked quickly into the box. “What happened to your face?”

      “Kyle and I had a little talk. He knew about Popular. Said someone was paying him to make sure it didn’t show up in the tests.”

      Camila slipped her hand into his, and Wyatt felt his heartbeat slow back down to normal. “Don’t worry. With this many people caught, it’s only a matter of time before someone talks.”

      Wyatt saw that his father and mother were looking at him questioningly, but he smiled and they relaxed. “Good luck, son,” his dad said as they began to load the horses into the gate.

      For a moment, the whole grandstand fell silent as the last horse was loaded. It was as if the crowd was holding its collective breath until the bell sounded and the gates were flung open. Then the whole place erupted.

      Camila’s hand tightened on his as Gent fell into the middle of the pack. Wyatt held his breath as they raced past the grandstand. He heard his friends and family cheering for all three Keeneston horses, but his eyes were glued to Mike and Gent. Her red hair flew out the back of her helmet as she leaned low over Gent’s neck. They rode as one fluid unit. No whip and no noticeable signals. Somehow Gent knew exactly what Mike wanted from him.

      “There,” Camila gasped. A hole opened along the rail and before she’d even finished talking, Mike and Gent were making their move.

      Mo smiled as his horse, Sandstorm, the favorite, moved into the lead. Carter and Reagan were screaming for Blitz as he moved into third. Still Wyatt couldn’t drag his eyes from Michaela and Gent. They approached the final turn and the pack had broken into two groups. The pack was led by Sandstorm and Blitz had moved into second. Gent was holding onto the fifth as they came around the final turn.

      Camila gasped and squeezed tight to Wyatt’s hand. She’d seen what he had. The rail was now closed. Gent only had one way to go to get to the lead. “Now!” Camila yelled, but it wasn’t necessary. Mike and Gent were making the move to the outside. Gent broke free in an instant.

      “And here comes Ruth’s Gentleman from the outside!” the announcer said as Sandstorm and Blitz battled for the lead. “He’s in fifth, in fourth, in third!”

      Wyatt squeezed Camila’s hand back as their box went nuts.

      “Blitz is fading!” the announcer called. “And here comes Ruth’s Gentleman charging up the home stretch. It’s Equos owned by Kranski Stables and Wyatt Farm’s Ruth’s Gentleman surging past Blitz. And here they are, Sandstorm, Equos, and Ruth’s Gentleman neck to neck!”

      “Go, go, go,” Camila chanted as she gripped Wyatt’s hand even tighter.

      Wyatt sucked in a breath because he knew what was going to happen. For the first time the entire race, Mike moved. She slid her hand up, tapped Gent on the neck, and the horse responded instantly. His stride lengthened and in the last thirty yards of the race, Gent settled into his perfect stride.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Camila whispered as tears began to roll down her cheeks. This was what she’d been training Gent for. All the practicing in the world did nothing without raw natural ability and here it was. Finally, the world got to see what Gent could really do.

      “It’s Ruth’s Gentleman by a length and a half followed by Sandstorm by a nose over Equos and Blitz in fourth,” the announcer boomed as all of Keeneston broke out into a chant.

      “Keeneston, Keeneston,” Wyatt heard as his parents wrapped him up in a hug. Carter was there slapping his back and then Mo stood smiling.

      Wyatt turned to Camila, realizing he still had his hand in hers. Her face was one of shock. Wide eyes turned toward him. “We’re going to the Derby!”

      “Why, yes we are!” Wyatt laughed as he lifted Camila up and swung her around. He set her down and shook Bud’s hand before Camila threw her arms around his waist and hugged Bud. It was the most elated Wyatt had ever seen him.

      “Come, on!” Camila giggled, grabbing Bud and Wyatt by the hand. “We have a winner’s circle to visit.”

      They were about to leave the box when an older man with some red hair mixed with mostly white stopped them. Camila instantly froze. “Camila Callahan!”

      “Mr. Finley! It’s wonderful to see you.” Camila eyes were wild as she gripped tightly to his hand. Wyatt wondered if she were squeezing Bud’s just as much.

      “Your da told me to look you up. He said that you were Dr. Davies’s farm assistant.”

      “Mr. Finley, this is Dr. Davies. Wyatt, this is Mr. Finley. He’s from Ireland, too.” Camila’s eyes begged him not to say much, so Wyatt pulled his hand from Camila’s and shook Mr. Finley’s.

      “Nice to meet you, sir. We’re on our way to the winner’s circle. Sorry we can’t talk further but hope to see you around.”

      The man smiled and shook his hand before turning to Bud. “And you must be C.C. Callahan. You did a hell of a job training, son.”

      “I’m not . . .” Bud began but Camila cut him off.

      “C.C. just can’t wait to get to the winner’s circle, isn’t that right?” Camila stared Bud down until he nodded.

      “Well, I won’t hold you up. I hope to see you soon,” Mr. Finely said before pulling Camila in for a hug. “Let’s send a photo to your da.”

      “I’ll take it,” Wyatt offered quickly. He snapped the picture and then made their excuses. He waited until the man left before whispering to Camila, “Your father would be proud of you. You just won a graded stakes race and qualified for the Derby.”

      “I know. But I really want to show him in person what I can do.”

      “If that’s what you wish.” Wyatt turned to the grandstand and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Come on, Keeneston!”

      His friends and family filed from the boxes and the grandstand and a group of more than forty people made their way down to the winner’s circle.

      “I told you I was going to win this,” Mike called out as soon as they saw her. Camila, Bud, and Wyatt no longer acted cool as they ran toward her. They showered her and Gent with praise as the photographer had a mini freak-out about fitting everyone into the winner’s circle for the picture.

      Wyatt took a deep breath as he was handed the trophy for the Capitol Stakes. He smiled and held it as the camera clicked and the commissioner laughed at having two competing owners, Carter and Mo, in the winner’s circle, too.

      Finally the pictures were done. Bud, Wyatt, Mike, and Camila began the walk back to the barns.

      “You did it, Michaela!” Camila cried as she tried to wrap her up in a hug.

      “Wait,” Mike said calmly as she waved to the crowd.

      The second they were out of sight of the grandstand, Mike let out a loud celebratory yell and broke into tears as she hugged Camila. “Un-freaking-believable! We’re going to the Derby!” Her face suddenly went white. “I mean, if you want me to ride him, that is.”

      Wyatt reached down and picked her up into a hug that left her laughing and her legs dangling off the ground. “Of course you’re riding Gent! You’re Wyatt Farm’s exclusive jockey. I told you that.”

      He set her down and looked at Camila, Mike, and Bud. “This is our team.”

      “Oh my gosh!” Sydney cried as they finally reached the barn. “I’ve been waiting forever. Do you know how many interview requests you have?”

      “Take these,” Sydney said, shoving Wyatt Farm caps at Mike and Camila. “No time for hair and makeup. Let’s go! Everyone.”

      “Oh no,” Camila said. “I can’t be interviewed.”

      Syd rolled her eyes but didn’t push. “Fine. I’ll spin it. It’ll make you more mysterious. Come on, Wyatt. You and Mike have a roomful of people waiting for you. But before we go, I just have to say I cannot be more proud to have my name attached to such a great jockey and to such a great farm.”

      Wyatt saw his sister tear up as she kissed his cheek. “Nana Ruth would be so proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Syd. I think she would be, too.”

      Wyatt took a breath. It was time to tell the whole world Wyatt Farm was back.
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      DeAndre was waiting for them as they left the interviews. Normally DeAndre was just as happy-go-lucky as his fiancée, Aniyah, but now his lips were compressed in a straight line and his arms were crossed over his chest.

      “Is something the matter?” Wyatt asked as they all approached him.

      “Arnold isn’t talking. We are running the other man’s fingerprints through the database now. He is also refusing to talk. He hasn’t said one word. Not where he’s from, not his first name, not who he works for . . . nothing.”

      “But it’s over now, right?” Camila asked as she moved closer to Wyatt.

      “I’m afraid not. Kyle is talking. He said the nameless man we arrested is paying him to make sure the tests are all negative. Kyle said it was payment for the future when a test would be made. They thought they had years, not weeks. He is under the impression that it is a major criminal organization. He said everyone from jockeys to stable hands is involved. He’s giving up names now. It was much bigger than we thought,” DeAndre told them.

      Wyatt let out a long breath and looked to the group. “Any ideas?”

      Mike shook her head. “I know jockeys rig races and some have a worse reputation than others, but I wouldn’t be able to hand over proof.”

      Wyatt’s phone buzzed on silent and he turned it over in his hand to look at the message. CALL ME. “Piper needs something.” He called her back and put it on speaker so everyone could hear it.

      “The commissioner had the blood draw done before the next race. It’s a throwaway race with junk horses, but we found something. One horse tested positive and that same horse happens to have over five hundred thousand dollars placed on him to win and there were some really large bets placed on a very specific trifecta. The commissioner believes the entire race is rigged.”

      “Which horse tested positive?” Wyatt asked.

      “A horse owned by Leo Zampa. The trifecta was of Leo’s horse coming in first, a horse from Aces High coming in second, and then a horse from DP Stables coming in third,” Piper explained as the call to post sounded. “The commissioner is going to delay the race as we investigate. The starting gate will suddenly develop a problem. But he’s asking for DeAndre to find out what he can. He wants to take down the whole race rigging before the race happens. If we can’t do that, then he’s pulling Leo’s horse only since it tested positive.”

      “Marco and Leo are involved?” Camila asked, sounding hurt. They were friends.

      “I think it’s best to face this head on. DeAndre, why don’t you slide into the box behind us? Stay hidden as best you can but still be able to hear us. Let’s go have a chat with them,” Wyatt told them.
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      Wyatt and Camila held hands as the group returned to the cheers of their friends and family. Instead of going to their box, they entered Mo’s where only Ahmed, Veronica, and Blythe sat while the Ali Rahman family took photos with Sandstorm.

      “Congratulations, my friends!” Marco smiled and shook hands with Wyatt. His smile began to fade as he took in Camila’s face. “Are you all right, Camila?”

      She shook her head.

      “What’s taking this race so long to start?” Leo asked, not paying attention to Wyatt, Camila, and Mike standing in the front of the box and certainly not to DeAndre who had taken a seat next to Ahmed.

      “You had me fooled, Marco,” Wyatt said, taking a seat in the chair and crossing his ankle to his knee. The way the boxes stepped down, Marco was now looking Wyatt in the eye.

      “I don’t understand,” Marco said slowly looking between Wyatt and Camila. “Did something happen?”

      “You’re pushing Popular. You’re giving it to the horses so you can rig the races for the long shots,” Wyatt said bluntly.

      “By having the long shots actually perform better, you don’t have to pay off as many jockeys to hold the favorites back. Except in this race,” Mike said, crossing her arms and staring Marco down.

      “Popular?” Marco asked as he blinked. “The street drug?”

      “Leo’s claim horse, your horse, and then Dawn and Pauly’s horse for the trifecta. How much did you place on it?” Wyatt asked, his temper fraying.

      “DP Stables, but they’re . . .” Marco’s head whipped around to his cousin. “What have you done?”

      “What?” Leo asked, having not paid attention at all to the conversation.

      “Popular, Uncle Pauly, this race, and a trifecta . . . what have you done, cousin?” Marco asked again as he stepped menacingly toward Leo.

      “Uncle?” Camila asked.

      “Pauly Zamprogna is Leo’s father. Leo shortened his last name to Zampa because he thought it sounded cooler. Dawn is his second wife. Pauly’s first wife, Leo’s mother, was my aunt—my father’s sister,” Marco explained. “Son of a bitch,” he cursed as he went to grab his cousin, but Leo dodged him.

      “What? I haven’t done anything. Have the vet test his blood if you don’t believe me,” Leo said, full of cockiness.

      “We’ve already tested the blood with our new test. One that tests for the street drug Popular. One that your horse tested positive for,” Wyatt said, putting his feet on the ground and looking Leo in the eye. “And the commissioner found it very interesting that there were large amounts of cash placed on this race. All in favor of your claims horse.”

      “There’s no such test,” Leo stuttered.

      “I should have known the second I saw my father here,” Marco said, gritting his teeth.

      “What does your father have to do with this?” Camila asked as Marco grew rigid and Leo began to look like a caged animal.

      “My father swore to look after Leo when Leo’s mother died. You know our family takes oaths very seriously. You know that family is everything. When my father, uncles, and aunts emigrated from Italy, they had nothing. My father earned money by gambling, playing cards—poker, mostly. He started a restaurant that my aunt ran. That’s where she met Pauly. My father thought he was leaving the old world behind when he came to America, but it was already here, waiting to sink its teeth into us. And once again, my father kept me out of this. He told you to go straight, didn’t he?” Marco demanded to know.

      Leo sneered at Marco. “You can’t prove anything.”

      “We have your employee in custody, the one who threatened Michaela. We have Kyle in custody. And Arnold. And Julio. How long do you think it’ll take for them to talk?” Wyatt asked.

      Leo stared at him and Marco. Then in a flash, he lifted the chair and threw it at Marco. Marco stumbled back and ended up falling into the neighboring box. Wyatt was ready. He pushed off his feet and tackled Leo as he tried to run by. The two of them went down in a tangled heap in the aisle outside Mo’s box. Wyatt felt his body slam into the concrete and groaned as he and Leo rolled down the two steps into the lower box level.

      The two of them lashed out at each other as they struggled to their feet. DeAndre was leaping boxes to try to come in from the far right. Marco was covering the left and Wyatt felt Ahmed at his back.

      “You’re surrounded, Leo. Turn yourself in,” Wyatt said calmly as he felt all of Keeneston converging.

      “Hold on! I got my gun!” Wyatt heard Aniyah call out as suddenly track security was unsure of which person to go after. “I can shoot really well now I have my glasses.”

      “That bitch is crazy,” Leo spat and Wyatt grimaced.

      “That was the wrong thing to say,” Wyatt said, shaking his head. “You had a chance to walk out of here unharmed before saying that.”

      DeAndre let out a rumble and his face said everything. Leo was going to pay for that.

      “There’s no way out. Just tell us about Popular. Did you invent it?” Wyatt asked trying to keep everyone calm.

      “There’s always a way out,” Leo smirked before placing his hand on the rail at the front of the box and jumping.

      The sickening crunch of his leg as he hit the ground two stories below had everyone grimacing. But Wyatt knew people like Leo. He wasn’t going to give up. There were screams and Wyatt didn’t wait. He took off for the stairs with everyone else close behind him.

      When Wyatt reached the bottom level of the grandstand, Leo was still trying to hobble away as security surrounded him. Wyatt and Marco stepped in front of Leo, making a wall between Leo and the security guards.

      “I told you this would happen, but like always, you don’t listen,” Marco scolded.

      Leo snapped his head around and there was Mr. Strinati looking completely collected. He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at his nephew.

      The older gentleman shook his head in disgust. “Your mother would be so disappointed in you. I always knew your father was a worthless bum. I swore to my sister that I would raise you in her honor, but you’re too much like your father. Worthless.”

      “My father is better than you’ll ever be! Just because you made money doesn’t make you better. Everyone knows power rules the world. And I have it. Not you,” Leo spat.

      “Father, what is he talking about?” Marco asked as Leo tossed his head back and laughed.

      “You’ve always been so stupid,” Leo snapped at his cousin. “You tried helping me all the while I was using you. Now, I’m not saying another word. My father will take care of this. I’ll be home by dinner.”

      “Not this time,” Mr. Strinati said, turning to DeAndre who was standing next to Wyatt with his gun drawn. Much to everyone’s surprise, the gun was pink. It appeared he’d confiscated Aniyah’s gun for the takedown. “Are you the officer in charge?”

      “I am,” DeAndre answered never taking his eyes off Leo as the crowd around them grew.

      “My brother-in-law, Pauly Zamprogna, is from the Zamprogna crime family in Italy. Against his family’s wishes, he set up a money-laundering and drug business in New Jersey. Pauly is in charge, and Leo cleans the money. The bets that were all made today were from drug money. He paid bribes to jockeys and who knows who else to rig the race. The money that they’d win would come out clean. I have evidence of both Leo and Pauly’s illegal activities as well as permission from his family in Italy to turn it over with their blessing and a message.” Mr. Strinati looked Leo dead in the eyes. “There will be no help coming. You and your father are disowned.”

      “I told you it was money laundering!” Wyatt heard Aniyah yell.

      Leo went white and Mr. Strinati turned his back to Leo. Marco did the same as DeAndre stepped forward and cuffed Leo.

      “What does that mean?” Camila asked from behind Wyatt.

      Wyatt turned to see most of the town slipping guns back into purses or into their suits. Lucas carried Miss Lily in his arms while Talon carried Miss Violet and Deacon held Miss Daisy, each held a wooden spoon in their hand.

      “It was faster to carry them,” Lucas said with a shrug as he was about to set Miss Lily down.

      She swatted his shoulder to stop him from setting her down. “The excitement is all over. Would you be a dear and carry us to Aniyah’s car? It’s time to celebrate a day at the races. Everyone to the café!”

      

      The group began to disperse but Wyatt and Camila stayed put. The commissioner, stewards, and track officials all came running. With a word to security, a path was made as DeAndre and Luke escorted Leo into the offices as officers were sent to round up his father.

      There were so many questions, but Camila knew there wouldn’t be any answers. Every question asked of Leo was met with silence. Soon Ned and Danny joined them and Mr. Strinati called DeAndre over. A flash drive was handed off as Leo and Pauly were taken away.

      Marco looked completely shell shocked. Everyone wanted answers, but right now Camila was watching a man’s whole world crumble. She hurried over to his side and squeezed his arm. “Are you okay, Marco?”

      Marco acted as if he didn’t hear her as he looked over to his father. “You knew the whole time? I thought you didn’t trust me to run the farm.”

      “It was never you, son.” Mr. Strinati finally seemed to melt as his eyes softened and a sad smile creased his face. “I was hoping you would be the good influence on Leo. I tried to warn you against him when you both went off to college, but you got mad at me instead. I thought it was better to step back and let you see for yourself I wasn’t lying about Leo. But then he latched onto the horse racing, and his father bragged about how you were helping. I knew the time to step in was now.”

      “I wasn’t helping! I swear, I had no idea,” Marco swore.

      “I know, son. But you were helping. You were introducing Leo to all the people he needed to set up this drug and money laundering scheme. You didn’t do it with ill intentions, but with the best of intentions. They took advantage. It was I who failed, not you.”

      Mr. Strinati bowed his head for a moment and Camila saw him blink his eyes several times. “I failed my sister, too.”

      “Dad,” Marco said with tears in his voice as he wrapped his father in a hug.

      “Come on,” Camila whispered to Wyatt. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait,” Marco said as he lifted his head from the hug. He walked over to them. “I am sorry for bringing Leo into your lives. I understand if you don’t want to work with me any further.”

      “You did nothing wrong but love your family,” Camila said, looking up at Wyatt and imploring him with her eyes.

      “You and your father are always welcome at Wyatt Farm. I expect we’ll be seeing you soon to begin training.” Wyatt held out his hand to Marco and Camila’s whole body swelled with pride for the man she loved.

      “There will be a scandal,” Mr. Strinati said softly as he came to join him.

      “As my Nana Ruth always said, a scandal is nothing but something to talk about over bourbon.” Wyatt shook Marco’s hand, then dropped it before turning to his father. “And I have enough bourbon to get us through many long nights of talking.”

      “I am sorry I was rude to you both earlier. I didn’t know what kind of people you were. But I am glad that you are friends with my son.”

      Wyatt shook Mr. Strinati’s hand before Camila did the same. Then she slid her hand into Wyatt’s. “I’m ready to go home.”

      “I like the sound of that. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Camila said as they stepped from the office, leaving the scandal behind them. After all, she had a Derby to train for.
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      Camila and Wyatt were late to their own victory party. They’d stayed behind and packed up the stables. Bud was happy to drive the horses home and Carter’s crew let them load the gear into their truck and promised to bring it by the next day. After the events of the past weeks, they were both ready to be home and stay there.

      “You know, I could take Bud and Gent to the next stakes race to see if we can increase his times. Mike is already getting more phone calls to ride horses on the Florida circuit this winter,” Camila said as they pulled to a stop as close to the café as possible.

      “You’re the trainer. Whatever you think he needs, you can do. I have enough from today’s purse to not only pay you more, but to enter more races.”

      Wyatt got out of the truck and Camila watched as he rounded the hood of the truck before opening her door. As soon as she stood, her hand slipped into his as they made their way to the café. While still in the shadows of the early night, Wyatt pulled her to him and bent his head. “I love you, Camila.”

      Her heart fluttered as it always did when he said those three words. “I love you, too. I can’t wait to find out what the future holds for us.”

      Wyatt leaned down and moved his lips over hers. As with most of his kisses, they started off sweetly, like the gentleman he was. Then they went deeper, hotter, and Camila got to bask in the sensual, edgy man that only she knew underneath. It was why Blythe and Veronica gasped as they came upon them. Camila was leaning against the side of a truck with her legs wrapped around Wyatt’s waist, his hand on her breast, his tongue in her mouth, and nothing left to the imagination as they clung to each other.

      “Well,” Veronica said with a smirk, “doesn’t that just heat things up on a first date?”

      “Did you prepare Blythe for the café?” Wyatt asked Veronica as he set Camila down.

      “Prepare me for what?” Blythe asked.

      “Oh no,” Camila gasped, her eyes going wide. “The betting, the Rose sisters, the tea. Don’t drink more than two glasses!”

      “Stop taking all the fun out of it,” Veronica said, shaking her head. “Let’s go. We’ll let Camila and Wyatt have a grand entrance.”

      “No way,” Wyatt said, grabbing Camila’s hand and hurrying across the street. “I’m not missing this for anything.”

      “Poor Blythe,” Camila said as they hurried up the sidewalk.

      “Blythe can handle herself. And if she can’t put up with a couple questions, she’s not strong enough for Veronica.”

      Camila laughed and shook her head as they approached the door. “A few questions? The Spanish Inquisition was a few questions. This is something else altogether.”

      Wyatt held open the door, and as they walked in, there were cheers and clapping when Wyatt pointed to Camila. She had gone through the interrogation and here she was, part of Keeneston. She wouldn’t trade it for anything.

      “Can I ride Gent into my wedding?” Aniyah asked as she hugged Camila.

      “You know,” Wyatt said thoughtfully, “Nana Ruth had a beautiful old carriage from the 1800s. With a little work, it would be as beautiful as you.”

      Aniyah gasped and turned to DeAndre. “A carriage!”

      “Yes!” DeAndre said immediately. “Not a hot air balloon, not men carrying you, not leaping out of a plane. A horse-drawn carriage is exactly what my queen deserves.”

      “Oh, Sugarbear!” Aniyah wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest.

      “I can come over tomorrow at five to look at it. I’m pretty handy at fixing things,” DeAndre told him.

      “I can help you with some of it, too,” Wyatt said as DeAndre shook his hand.

      “I can help, too,” Marshall said, joining the group.

      “I’m good with a sander,” Miles added.

      “I’ll join you, too,” Ahmed called out.

      “I can help paint,” Sydney said as she, Reagan, and Riley joined the group.

      “Us too,” added Reagan and Riley.

      Aniyah let go of DeAndre and wrapped Riley up in a hug. Camila heard the sound of a sniffle as Aniyah hugged her boss. “This is all because of you and Matt. If it weren’t for you both, we’d never be part of this amazing family.” Aniyah looked around at the café. “And that’s what y’all are—family. I just love y’all.”

      There were cheers, hugs, and then silence. Camila turned around to see Veronica standing at the door with Blythe. Blythe looked clueless as Veronica took a breath, smiled, and then reached for Blythe’s hand. “Poppy, can I have a table for two?”

      “Finally!” Miss Lily said as she and her sisters high-fived.

      “But first,” Miss Daisy started.

      “Uh oh,” Camila whispered to Wyatt. “It’s about to begin and all I can think about is yelling for Blythe to run.”

      “Just a couple of questions,” Miss Violet said with an innocent bat of her eyes.

      “Where are you from?”

      “What is your job?”

      “How much do you make?”

      “Can you support our Veronica?”

      “Have you been married before?”

      “Can you handle Veronica’s long hours?”

      “Do you have hobbies?”

      “Will you relocate to Keeneston?”

      “What makes you think you’re good enough for our Veronica?”

      Camila cringed as Blythe’s eyes widened in shock and fear. She probably thought long and hard about turning tail and running, but she straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin.

      “I’m from Washington, DC. I’m in private security and work for Aiden Creed. I’ve never been married. I have had three long-term relationships that failed because I was away working. I make more than enough to do what I want, which includes supporting Veronica though she clearly doesn’t need that. I don’t see her as someone looking for a sugar momma. I can handle Veronica’s long hours because I too have long hours and assignments. I don’t know about relocating yet. Let’s see how the first date goes, shall we? But I can easily move anywhere in the world. And I don’t know if I’m good enough for Veronica, but I’d sure like to see if I am.”

      Clap . . . Clap. Henry stood, slow clapping as he smiled at the two of them. “I did that,” he told the café. “They’re together because of me.”

      “Despite you is probably more accurate,” Blythe said back. The room went quiet for a split second before everyone cracked up.

      “Welcome to Keeneston, Blythe,” Miss Lily called out.

      “You’ll fit in just fine,” Poppy said, giving her a wink.

      Camila and Wyatt joined them as Poppy got a table ready. But soon Mo, Zain, Gabe, Ahmed, and Kale surrounded Blythe.

      “You know that Veronica is family to us,” Mo started to say.

      “And if you were a man, we’d have a certain kind of discussion with you,” Zain continued.

      “But my wife said that was sexist so we’re having the talk with you regardless of you not being a man,” Gabe said seriously. Camila saw Blythe’s lip twitch in amusement but she held it together.

      “If you hurt her, we’ll hurt you,” Ahmed said, crossing his arms over his muscled chest. The look he gave Blythe was enough to give Camila chills.

      “You’d hit a girl?” Blythe asked sweetly.

      Ahmed cleared his throat. “No, I’d have my wife do it. But don’t underestimate her. She can knock you out.”

      “Veronica is like my sister, and I don’t want her hurt,” Zain said, giving Veronica a sweet look before turning a hard look to Blythe. “We like you. Don’t screw this up.”

      “I won’t,” Blythe said, letting her lips go up into a smile.

      “Your table’s ready if they’re done threatening you,” Poppy called out.

      

      “I need to make a phone call,” Wyatt whispered to Camila as Blythe and Veronica headed to their table. “Can you see if my cousins can squeeze us in?”

      “Sure.” Camila looked at him and narrowed her eyes. “Is something the matter?”

      “Not at all. Just need to make a quick call.” Wyatt kissed her on the cheek and then Sydney called her over to join them.

      Wyatt headed outside and searched online for a phone number. A minute later, he waited as the phone rang.

      “Hello?” a sleepy voice asked.

      “Hello, Mr. Callahan. This is Wyatt Davies in Kentucky. I’m sorry to have woken you.”

      “That’s all right. What are you about?” Camila’s father asked with a deep brogue.

      “Who is it?” He heard Camila’s mother asking.

      “It’s Cami’s boss,” Mr. Callahan told his wife.

      “What’s he doing calling this late? What’s wrong? Is it Cami?”

      “Well, if you don’t stop talking, I won’t be able to find out,” Mr. Callahan said.

      “I didn’t mean to worry you,” Wyatt said, instantly loving the nickname. “Cami is perfect. That’s actually why I’m calling.”

      “Because Cami’s perfect?” Mr. Callahan asked.

      “How sweet,” Mrs. Callahan gasped.

      “Well, yes. Cami and I have been dating for some time now. I’m calling to introduce myself and to make sure you have my number. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

      “Oh, Sean,” Mrs. Callahan gasped. “We have to go to Kentucky sooner than May!”

      “I’m in the middle of the circuit, lovey. We have to wait until May. But Dr. Davies . . .”

      “Please, call me Wyatt.”

      “Wyatt, I am honored and impressed you called. As soon as Cami told me where she was working, I looked you up. As far as I can see, you’re quite an accomplished young man. I look forward to meeting you in May.”

      “There will be a party here in Keeneston after the Derby. I would like to invite both of you as my guests. I hope you can make it.”

      “We’d love that!” Mrs. Callahan told him.

      “We’ll video call with you both very soon.” Wyatt looked back to the café to make sure Cami was still inside.

      “And congratulations, Wyatt. It was a big win today,” Sean said, and Wyatt could practically hear him smiling.

      “Thank you.”

      “If you beat me at the Derby, I’m not so sure I’ll let you date Cami,” her father chuckled.

      “Oh hush, Sean.”

      Wyatt smiled at Mrs. Callahan’s words. “Well, I don’t think I can stop Mike from trying to win with everything she has.”

      Sean sighed. “I have heard about it all night from her father. But I watched the race. She’s even better than her father. I’ll deny saying that if you ever tell anyone, though.”

      Wyatt laughed out loud then. “She’s a natural. Just like your daughter.”

      “At least she’s stopped asking me about becoming a trainer. It’s such a hard world for a woman to break into and no one will give her a chance. Well, you gave Michaela a chance, but most anyone else won’t give a female trainer a try. I’ve heard the lads talking about it forever. Only rejection awaited if Cami had gone that way. I heard my friend met C.C. Callahan today.”

      “Yes. C.C. is the most amazing trainer. I’m looking forward to hearing your opinions on it.” Wyatt wanted to scream it was Camila but he knew she wasn’t ready to tell her family yet. She enjoyed staying under the radar.

      “I saw today. I might have a run for my money from some American. We’ll talk soon, lad. I have a horse to train so I can whoop you in May. You just take care of my little girl.”

      “I will,” Wyatt promised.

      Wyatt hung up the phone and took a deep breath. Now he didn’t feel as if he were going behind Camila’s family’s back. And he knew Great-Grandpa Beauford would be proud of him. He loved her and he knew she was the one for him, the only one. Now he had months to find out if she felt the same.
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      Wyatt stopped outside the window of the café and looked inside. Camila was sitting with his cousins and laughing. His heart swelled, and he knew without a doubt she was the woman for him.

      Wyatt saw the way his father placed his arm across the back of his mother’s chair and absently rubbed his thumb against her shoulder. Wyatt knew he’d found that kind of love. There was something exciting and, at the same time, scary about it. What if she wasn’t all-in, like he was? What if she thought it was too early to talk marriage? What if she wanted to focus on her career first?

      Wyatt took a deep breath and entered the café. Carter motioned for him to hurry over, and Wyatt joined them as Poppy poured out so many shots of bourbon that Wyatt lost count. Poppy and Zinnia began to hand them out to everyone in the café as Lucas and Talon jumped up to help them. When the last shot was handed out, Carter stood up.

      “To my cousin Wyatt, who put a lot on his shoulders trying to bring his family legacy back to prominence. Today he did just that, and even though he beat me, I’ve never been happier for him. And to Camila. My cousin was smart enough to snap you up . . . in more ways than one.” Wyatt slipped his arm around her waist as everyone chuckled. “Since I’m suddenly in the need of a trainer, I hope you don’t mind sharing her professionally as the new trainer for Blitz.”

      Camila sucked in a surprised breath and looked up at Wyatt. Her eyes were wide with excitement, and right then Wyatt knew what he had to do. It was time for love, but marriage could wait. Camila’s dreams were coming true and he was going to do everything he could to make them happen.

      So he gave her a smile and a small nod of his head silently telling her to take it.

      “Yes!” Camila shook Carter’s hand and then turned back to Wyatt with a huge smile on her face.

      “I’m going to race two horses in the Derby!”

      “Yes, you will,” Wyatt laughed as he hugged her.

      “You haven’t gotten Blitz into the Derby yet,” Reagan teased.

      “But I will,” Camila said with complete confidence.

      “To Camila and Wyatt!” Carter called out as he lifted his bourbon.

      “To Camila and Wyatt!” the patrons responded among cheers, shots, and handshakes.

      

      Camila walked into the quiet home. It was her dream to train horses and her dream was coming true in Keeneston. She’d found her dream job and her dream love. The only thing was, she felt guilty taking on Carter’s horse after Wyatt has given her so much. And of course he wouldn’t be able to tell her to say no in the café in front of everyone. She had to know for sure if he was okay with her taking on another Derby contender.

      “Wyatt,” she began as they walked into the living room.

      “Yes?” Wyatt took a seat on the couch under the portrait of his great-grandparents.

      “How do you really feel about me taking on Carter’s horse? I won’t do it if . . .”

      “Why on earth wouldn’t you do it?”

      “Well, he’s competition for Gent, and I’m your trainer first and foremost.”

      Wyatt patted the couch next to him and Camila took a seat. “The biggest joy I have is seeing your dreams come true. Elite trainers often train competing horses. And I couldn’t be prouder to watch you fulfill your potential.”

      “I’m going to have to go on the circuit to get Blitz qualified, and I think I should race Gent one more time to get some more points just to make sure we are above the cutoff line. We should be in for the Derby on this one win, but we’d be at the lower end. If the bigger wins get spread out among many horses and they continue to stack points, then we run the risk of being left out.”

      Camila held her breath. She knew Wyatt wanted Gent home as much as possible, but she’d really been thinking about this as she researched the other Derby hopefuls.

      “Do what you think is best. You’re his trainer. If he needs to race more, then race him more. My only condition is Mike, and only Mike, rides him.”

      “Agreed. I’m going to talk to Carter tomorrow and also Mike. I’ll have a full schedule completed by the end of the day. But taking these jobs means I’m leaving you in a bad position. You need another farm manager.”

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      Wyatt tucked her head against his chest and kissed the top of her head. “I love you, and you need to know that my love won’t change because you are traveling or you are winning or losing. I love you and I will never stop you from chasing your dreams. It’s my job to support you in those dreams, Cami.”

      Camila blinked back tears as she looked up at him. “That was the sweetest . . . wait, you called me Cami.” And she loved the sound of her nickname on his lips. She didn’t use it in America because it didn’t seem as professional to her, but here in his arms, it felt right.

      “I talked to your parents tonight, and your dad let your nickname slip.”

      Camila sat up straight. “You did what?” Her heart pounded. Why did he call her parents?

      “Don’t worry. Your C.C. cover is safe. In fact, C.C. makes your dad a little nervous.”

      “He said that?” Camila grinned as she listened to Wyatt. “But I’m sure you didn’t call just to talk about the race.”

      Wyatt shook his head and looked up at the painting behind them. “My great-grandfather told me that a woman would come along one day who would make me want to give her the world. And when that happens, it’s important to love all of her. And your family is part of you.”

      Camila was stunned. No man had ever talked to her parents as if they were part of dating her. More like they put up with them because they were dating her. “That means so much to me, Wyatt.” Then it hit her, what if they didn’t approve? After all, Wyatt was her boss even though she was a contract employee. “How did it go?”

      “It went well. I told them that we’d video chat soon.”

      She’d been avoiding her parents because of her dreams and because she’d been afraid they wouldn’t approve of Wyatt. But now the whole world was open to her, and it was Wyatt who was giving her the confidence to take what she wanted. She wasn’t going to waste one minute. She was going after everything she wanted and that included Wyatt.

      Camila stood up and walked from the living room to the staircase. Wyatt watched as she walked upstairs and then leaned over. “I’m going to be naked by the time you get up here. Do you think you can be, too?”

      Wyatt sprang from the couch, ripping his tie off as he ran toward the stairs. Camila giggled and sprinted for her room, leaving her shoes and dress behind. In Wyatt’s arms, she was free and together they were one.
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      The early April sun beat down on Camila as she stood back and waited for Bud to boost Michaela onto Gent’s saddle. She’d gone to Florida during the winter. It had taken a few second and third place finishes to get Blitz qualified for the Derby, but she had and Carter and Reagan were thrilled.

      Now they were in Arkansas. She’d been racing a full stable of horses for the past seven months. Daisy was at the top of her game. Camila had even gotten some good wins with Marco’s horse and several of Wyatt’s.

      The scandal of Popular was on everyone’s lips for a month, but then like centuries past, a new scandal came along to take its place. The racing commission bought Piper’s testing kit. Popular and the derivatives used to make Popular were now standard in all testing.

      Mr. Strinati held up his end and turned over mountains of evidence. Leo and his father went to jail. They never turned on the manufacturer of Popular, but Sloane had taken this case as a mission. She’d used all her contacts and knowledge of the illegal drug trade and tracked the supplier down. They’d all been arrested when the Colombian group got on a charter boat that was supposed to stay close to shore. They were arrested as soon as they crossed into international waters.

      The jockeys had all been either suspended or expelled from racing. Same with the trainers. Kyle Avery resigned and pled guilty. He’d gotten community service and probation and was working in his father’s office the last she’d heard.

      It had been hard keeping her identity a secret and she was sure many people had figured it out, but so far no one was telling her father. When she talked to her father, he’d told her everyone was giving Conor Donahue a hard time about his daughter being a better jockey. So far he was too mad to talk to Mike, but Camila’s dad had told her that privately he watched every race and took notes.

      Camila’s stable of horses was growing as people saw what she could do. Training jockey Bellamy Charron was going to join her team in June.

      And then there was Wyatt. They were closer than ever despite the distance. She was gone for two or three weeks at a time, but Wyatt never complained. He only increased the dirty talk when they phoned and then there were the video calls. She was living her dream, and it was worth every night of missing Wyatt by her side. It also made the time they had together that much sweeter.

      “Here we go,” Mike said as she looked down at her and Bud. “Should I let him fly or come in second?”

      Mike had come to Keeneston several times and raced Gent against Sandstorm and Blitz. It was their own private training facility with the best of the best. Through that training, Mike had found Gent’s other gear. She’d trained him that a neck tap meant to speed up and a double tug of his mane meant for him to go full speed.

      When they’d seen it the first time, Wyatt had laughed and Carter and Mo had cursed. Then Mo had offered to buy Gent for twenty million dollars. Wyatt just shook his head and smiled. He smiled because watching Gent race gave him goosebumps.

      “See how he does without being pushed. Then if you need to, overtake the field at the end. We don’t need a ten-length win, but I’ll take a win. Even if it’s by a nose.”

      Mike smirked. “No fun. Let’s see what he does.”

      “Don’t worry. You can have all the fun you want in a few weeks.”

      “I can’t wait. Ready to go win a race, Gent? Now, don’t beat them too bad.”

      Camila laughed at Mike as they walked off toward the track.

      

      Wyatt stood in the middle of a field in Keeneston with his arm inside a cow when his mother came flying over the hills in her pickup. She parked a distance away and walked toward them, careful not to startle the cow whose calf had gotten stuck in the birth canal.

      “Hiya, doc,” the owner of the cow said.

      “Hello,” Katelyn smiled back as she took in the struggling cow. “Need a hand, Wyatt?”

      “I’ve just about got it,” he said, grabbing hold of a hoof. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, I just thought you’d like to watch Gent race. Then I need to talk to you.”

      “Don’t really have a free hand, Mom.” Wyatt laughed as he waited for the next contraction to hit to help birth the calf.

      “I do,” she smirked and sent a wink to the owner. She pulled out her tablet and there was the race. She placed it on the cow’s back. As Wyatt brought the calf into the world, he saw Gent in his signature move—flying up the outside for the win. And it looked as if Mike didn’t even send him into high gear. Wyatt fell back as he and the calf tumbled to the ground. Twenty minutes later, the calf was nursing, the mother was well, the owner was going to collect a bet on Gent, and his own mother was waiting.

      “What did you need to talk about?” Wyatt asked as he answered Camila’s and Mike’s texts.

      “Let’s go back to your place. Do you have a minute?”

      “Sure. I need to do some farm management things anyway,” Wyatt said with a groan. With Camila gone, he hired enough hands to care for the horses and the farm, but they were still a lean crew on a lean budget. At least now it was manageable. He was booking the breedings Camila told him to, and he was setting up breedings for some of his mares. Finally there was enough cash coming in to cover the amount going out. But he didn’t mind the long hours. With Camila gone, it gave him something to focus on besides missing her.

      The drive home was short and his mother was already waiting for him. She’d gone inside and was sitting in the living room across from the painting of Ruth and Beauford.

      “I still miss them everyday.”

      “I do too,” Wyatt admitted. “I hope I have made them proud.”

      “You always made them and us proud, Wyatt.” His mother took a deep breath and reached into her purse. “The day Nana Ruth passed away I was the first to arrive. I never told you what happened.”

      “What happened?” Wyatt asked, sitting down next to his mother.

      She pulled out an old rectangular silver case about the size of a small shoebox with engraving of flowers along it and the initials REW on the top and held it in her lap. “Nana knew she was dying and she was ready to go. Her one regret was not seeing you and your sister married. Of course, she had her hand in Sydney and Deacon’s marriage before they even met. But you were different. You weren’t ready for marriage. She told me she worried there wasn’t anyone in Keeneston that would be a good fit for you—a partner and lifelong love such as she’d found with Beauford.”

      “I guess she was right,” Wyatt said with a forced smile. He’d loved to have Nana Ruth here now seeing what he and Camila were doing for the farm. “I never did find anyone from Keeneston.”

      “But Camila was worth the wait,” his mother said with a large smile.

      “She was,” Wyatt agreed.

      “I don’t mean to pry,” Katelyn started to say, and Wyatt had to smother a laugh. “But, I have a serious question for you and it all comes back to Nana Ruth’s last conversation with me.”

      Wyatt instantly sobered. “What is it?”

      “It doesn’t have to be now or even next month, but is Camila the one?” his mother asked.

      “Yes.” It was that simple and that easy to say. Wyatt had known for seven months that she was. In fact, the feeling had only grown stronger over time.

      “Then I’ll finish my story,” his mother said with a happy smile but with sad eyes as she remembered her grandmother. “Nana Ruth said that you reminded her so much of Beauford. That’s why she left the farm to you. She wanted you to have what she and Beauford had in all ways, not just the relationship. She’d already been plotting Sydney’s marriage and knew her path was in fashion and business. But she recognized your love of the farm. She talked about how every week you and she would go kiss the horses. How you’d ask about every one. How you pretended to fix the horses with wraps and how they stood patiently as you played veterinarian.”

      Wyatt took a deep breath and tried to regain his composure. They were all such happy memories for him. “It’s why she left me the farm.”

      “Yes. And it’s why she left me one last task. To wait until you found someone who fit on this farm and in your heart like she fit with Beauford. Once you did, I was to give you this.”

      “What is it?” Wyatt asked as his mother handed him the silver case.

      “She told me one of the things inside, but then told me to never open it. I have honored her wishes.”

      Wyatt swallowed hard as he ran his fingers over Nana Ruth’s initials. Finally steady enough, he opened the case. Inside it was lined with dark sapphire blue velvet. Wyatt looked down at the contents and started to laugh.

      “What is it?” his mother asked.

      “There’s a note.” He would read that in private. “Then there’s a small jewelry box.” He reached inside and slowly opened it. Inside was Nana Ruth’s engagement ring.

      “That ring has been in the Wyatt family for generations,” his mother said softly as they both took a deep breath. Nana Ruth had never taken it off. “Nana put it in the box herself that day before closing it and giving it to me.”

      Wyatt looked down at the rose-cut diamond surrounded in a halo of small rose-cut rubies. He set it back into the box. He would have it cleaned and ready for the plan he was even now formulating in his mind.

      “And then there’s this,” Wyatt said, turning the silver box in his hand so his mom could see inside.

      His mother looked down and then burst out laughing. The rest of the silver box was filled with black lipstick tubes. There had to be at least thirty tubes of lipstick inside.

      Wyatt looked up at his mom and reached out his hand to hold hers. “Mom. I think I need your help.”

      “Of course, honey. Uncle Pierce has a jeweler on call.”

      “That’s just the first part,” Wyatt said, leaning forward to tell the rest to his mother.
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      Four weeks later . . .

      

      Wyatt stepped from the limousine he’d rented early in the morning of the biggest race day of his life and held out his hand for Camila. She stepped out in a stunning emerald green dress that showed off her curves, highlighted her eyes, and made her red hair shine.

      Wyatt turned back to the limo and held out his hand again. Michaela took it and emerged to stand next to them. She was in a sporty but elegant knee length ivory silk dress. His sister had somehow gotten a picture of Gent printed in a pattern on the silk. Wyatt had a matching tie in the same silk and the bottom of Camila’s tea length dress was trimmed in it as well.

      “This is Wyatt Davies, owner of Wyatt Farm and Ruth’s Gentleman,” the reporter said into the camera before turning to them. “Dr. Davies, who do you have with you today?”

      “My farm partner and girlfriend, Camila Callahan, and the best jockey out there, Michaela Donahue.”

      Wyatt was quiet as the reporter talked to Michaela about the race, her father, and Gent before asking both ladies, “Who are you wearing?”

      “The hats are by Paige Parker and the outfits are Syd, Inc., of course.” Camila laughed and looked over as Sydney and Deacon stepped out of their own limousine.

      “Will we meet the elusive trainer, C.C. Callahan today?” the reporter asked Wyatt.

      “I have a feeling you will.” He grinned while managing not to look at Camila.

      “Is Mr. Callahan a relative of yours?” the reporter asked, turning to Camila.

      “Mr. Callahan is my father, here for the race from the UK, who I am very excited to see today,” Camila replied innocently.

      “We need to get to the barn, thank you,” Wyatt interjected smoothly as he held out each arm for the ladies and began walking off.

      “I mean, C.C. Callahan,” the reporter called out, but they just kept walking.

      “You’re evil.” Mike laughed at Camila.

      “I never lied,” Camila said proudly.

      

      Camila took a deep breath and headed to the barn with Wyatt and Mike. She’d only come to the track at night to avoid running into her father. She made sure Gent was comfortable with the track. During the day, Mike worked overtime with him, which was above and beyond what was required of her.

      But now hiding was over. It was game time.

      “Wish me luck,” Mike said as they stopped at the entrance to the jockey’s room.

      Mike had picked up some more rides during the days leading up to the race, but she had refused to ride any horse besides Gent that day. In a rare move, she’d declared she wanted to focus one hundred percent on Gent and their big race today.

      “Your dad will be proud of you. Even more so than I am,” Wyatt told her. “And if not, the Rose sisters will give him a talking-to. My mom told me she saw Miss Daisy slipping a wooden spoon into her purse this morning.”

      Camila fell even more in love with him as she held his hand.

      Mike laughed then and, with a deep breath, walked into the jockeys’ lounge.

      “How about you? Are you ready?” Wyatt asked Camila.

      “I’m so nervous. What if he’s so mad at me he won’t talk to me anymore?” Camila felt as if her whole body was shaking. She and Wyatt had talked to her parents every week or so, but they’d agreed not to talk about their competing horses. That had enabled them to dodge all questions about C.C. Callahan, but now was the time to admit the truth.

      Ahead, the flag for Wyatt Farm marked the barn where they had stalls. They’d requested, and were granted, a Keeneston barn. The entire length of this barn was filled only with Keeneston horses. Desert Sun Farm, Ashton Farm, and then Wyatt Farm. They only had two stalls, but they were already talked about. Daisy had run yesterday and had earned a large purse. Outside her stall was a large container of daisies. Next to her was Ruth’s Gentleman. Next to his stall was a large container of Nana Ruth’s favorite flowers.

      Bud was fussing around the tack box dressed in a suit and wearing his Wyatt Farm hat. Dangling around his neck was Sydney’s Gent tie and Camila thought there was a fifty-fifty chance the tie would ever actually be tied.

      Sitting between Daisy and Gent’s stalls was Cody Gray. Matt Walz, the sheriff of Keeneston and Wyatt’s cousin-in-law, had gotten permission for Cody and Luke to be the guards instead of the local sheriff’s department. The two men felt invested in the horses and wanted to be the ones watching them.

      “Good, you’re here,” Bud called out. “I was about to bring Gent out.”

      “Go ahead,” Camila replied as she waited for Gent to be walked out of the stall. Camila hiked up her skirt and bent down to examine each of Gent’s legs, making sure all was well. “Go ahead and trot him,” Camila told Bud.

      Bud trotted Gent in a large circle and Camila breathed a sigh of relief. Gent was in perfect shape. He nickered and tossed his head before pawing at the ground.

      “Don’t worry, boy. Soon you’ll have your chance, and I reckon you’ll beat them all.”

      “Cami?”

      Camila took a deep breath and turned to see her parents walking quickly toward her. Her mother dropped her father’s hand and ran the short distance to wrap Camila up in a tight hug.

      “Oh mija. I have missed you so much, lovey.”

      “I’ve missed you, too,” Camila told her and realized that while she’d been trying to hide what she was doing, she had very much missed her family.

      “Don’t you look grand,” her father said, hugging her the second her mother let go.

      “Thank you, Da.” It felt so good to be in her father’s arms again. Suddenly Camila felt very emotional as she pulled back. “This is Wyatt.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both in person,” Wyatt said, shaking hands with her father and then kissing her mother’s cheek.

      Bud approached them with Gent. “Sorry to interrupt, but do you want to stick to the regular schedule? You know he loves his baths.”

      Camila knew the time had come. Her father and mother were looking at Bud, then her, and then over to Wyatt. “Yes, let’s make my winner shine.”

      “Camila!” Carter called out as he and Blitz’s groom walked over with big smiles on their faces. “Today’s the day! As you know, Blitz doesn’t like baths. What would you like us to do?”

      Camila didn’t look at her father as Carter and his groom joined them. “Bring Blitz out so I can examine him and then trot him around. Then let’s dry brush him and run a damp cloth over him to make him shine.”

      “Got it,” the groom said, taking off for Blitz’s stall.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Carter smiled at her parents and then held out his hand. “Carter Ashton, Ashton Farms.”

      “Cami, what the hell is going on?” her father demanded.

      Camila took a deep breath and straightened her spine to her fullest height. “Da, Mum, I am not an assistant to Wyatt at the farm. I am his trainer. I am C.C. Callahan. I not only have Ruth’s Gentleman racing today but I am also the trainer for Ashton Farm’s Blitz, along with quite a few others.”

      Her parents were quiet as her father’s head swiveled back and forth among the three of them. As she looked at Carter, he mouthed, “Sorry.”

      “You are the trainer?” her mother finally asked. “Not the assistant?”

      “That’s right. I’ve trained them both and gotten them both qualified for the Derby.”

      “How did that happen? When did that happen?” her father finally sputtered.

      “Wyatt placed an ad for a trainer, and I answered it. Then, once people over here saw what I was doing with his horses, they hired me as well. I have thirteen horses I’m training right now with a waiting list of some of the top farms wanting to hire me,” Camila said proudly.

      “Oh lovey!” her mother was shocked, but she hugged her in a way that Camila knew meant her mom was proud of her.

      “Ashton Farms. You had the Derby winner, Naked Bootleg,” her father said, holding out his hand to Carter.

      “That’s right. The horse Camila is training for me is from his line,” Carter said, reaching for her father’s hand.

      “Sean Callahan. And this is my wife, Triana.”

      “Nice to meet you both,” Carter said, shaking his hand and then her mother’s.

      “Ah, here’s another one of Camila’s clients,” Wyatt said as he grinned and slipped his arm around her waist.

      Her parents turned and her father spun back around with wide eyes. “He’s one of your clients?” he hissed in amazement.

      Camila nodded and smiled to herself as her father was awestruck.

      “Camila, dear. As much as I love you and hope you train many more of my horses, and know I wish you luck today, I do hope we beat you,” Mo said with a laugh as he and Dani joined their group.

      “It’s a Keeneston showdown,” Camila teased before turning to her parents. “Mo, these are my parents, Sean and Triana Callahan. Mom, Da, meet Mo and Dani Ali Rahman.”

      “Oh! You’re Camila’s parents!” Dani wrapped Camila’s mom in a hug. “You both must be so proud of her.”

      “However, we won’t give her back,” Mo joked as he shook her father’s hand. “She’s an incredible trainer.”

      “Your Highnesses,” her father said, used to dealing with British royalty. After all, the horse he was racing here belonged to a duke.

      Dani made a dismissive noise. “Please. With friends and family we’re just Mo and Dani. We’ve all adopted Camila as one of our own, and that makes you part of Keeneston, too. You have a wonderful daughter.”

      Her father looked at her and smiled. She could have sworn she saw a tear in his eye as he reached out and took her hand in his. “Yes, we do. But I’m still going to beat all of you today.”

      Wyatt was the first to laugh and soon they were all ribbing each other about who was going to win.

      “I am sorry to leave, but like Camila, I have some work to get done before the race,” her father finally said.

      “We will see you in the grandstand. I believe the duke’s box is near all of ours,” Mo told him, shaking his hand again. “Let us know if you ever decide to join your daughter in Keeneston. I have a few horses you’d love.”

      “Thank you,” her father said as Mo and Dani headed to see Sandstorm.

      “I’ll get Blitz and meet you in a minute,” Carter said before turning to her parents. “Same goes for me if you’re ever decide to move stateside. It was great meeting you, and I am sure we’ll be seeing you after the race.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” her father asked once it was just Camila and Wyatt remaining.

      “Because you always told me I couldn’t become a trainer. I wanted to see if I could. And then I wanted to show you what I accomplished.”

      “Well show me, you did. I’m sorry that I held you back. I misjudged everything about your abilities. I thought you would end up heartbroken after all the rejections and I didn’t want that for you.”

      “You never gave me a chance to be rejected. You could have put in a word for me and someone would have hired me, but you wouldn’t do that either,” Camila said as years of anger came flowing out.

      Sean swallowed hard and pursed his lips. “You’re right. I didn’t give you a chance. I did talk to the lads though when you first began talking about helping with the training. There was backlash so I ignored your dreams and tried to get you on a path where you wouldn’t be hurt. I didn’t think anyone in the UK would give you a chance as a trainer, but you could work in the farm offices.”

      Camila nodded. “And they probably wouldn’t have given me a chance in the UK since over there I was just your daughter. But here I’ve made a name for myself, by myself.”

      Sean shook his head, his eyes turning glassy with unshed tears. “I was wrong. I am so sorry, Cami. Can you ever forgive this old gobshite?”

      Camila gave a wobbly smile and nodded at him. She loved her family and nothing would be better than being together without the tension between them.

      “One thing bothers me,” her father said, and Camila felt her stomach fall. “C.C.? I want everyone to know my daughter has two horses racing today. Change that name to Camila Callahan so everyone knows how special you are.”

      “Yes, Da,” Camila said with tears in her eyes as she flung her arms around her dad. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” her father whispered against her hair as he hugged her tight.

      “Mr. Callahan!” the sports reporter called out as he and a cameraman walked toward them. “You know Wyatt Davies? Are there bets being placed against your horse Cobalt, one of today’s favorites, and Ruth’s Gentleman who is currently going off at 12-1 odds?”

      “No bets here. I’m just seeing my daughter before we both have to get to work,” her father said with the complete ease of a trainer who had been interviewed countless times.

      “Is your daughter helping you with Cobalt?” the reporter asked.

      Her father smiled with such pride and Camila wanted to cry again. “No. Today we are competitors. My daughter, Camila Callahan, is the trainer of both Ruth’s Gentleman and Blitz.”

      “You’re C.C. Callahan?” The reporter shoved the microphone into her face. One second ago she was invisible, but now it was time to step from the shadows.

      “Yes, I am C.C. Callahan, but you can call me Camila.”

      Camila took a deep breath as the questions flew at her. She answered them easily as she and her father took over the interview. She hadn’t noticed, but Wyatt had stepped out of the frame and was standing by the cameraman, watching their banter.

      “Well, the Callahan family has invaded the States! Best of luck to you both, back to you in the booth.”

      Wyatt joined them as the crew moved on to Mo and Carter.

      “Good luck today, lovey. I am so proud of you. Don’t tell the duke, but I’ll be cheering you on, too.”

      “Thanks, Da. I’ll see you in the stands. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Camila watched her parents walk away and then turned to Blitz. It was time to get to work.
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      Wyatt fidgeted with the item in his pocket. It was nearly time for the race and the horses were about to be saddled. Camila was finishing up with Blitz, and he waited for her to join him. The media had been a circus since the interview with her father, but she’d used her mysterious reputation to her advantage and denied all media requests for access until after the race.

      “I am so nervous,” Camila whispered as she joined him in front of Gent’s stall.

      “For luck,” Wyatt said, pulling the item from his pocket. As soon as Camila saw it, she laughed and Gent happily tossed his head. “Nana Ruth wanted me to save this for a special woman and I know I’ve found her. Will you do me the honor?”

      “I will,” she said with a smile before puckering her lips.

      Wyatt opened the tube of red lipstick and traced Camila’s lips with it.

      “Oh no. You too,” she laughed.

      Wyatt looked behind him at the row of cameras and shrugged. This was for Nana Ruth. He handed the lipstick to Camila who applied it to his lips.

      “Race well, my little dear,” Camila told Gent.

      “What did you call him?” Wyatt asked as the breath froze in his chest.

      “My little dear, why?”

      Wyatt’s heart was full as he heard the term of endearment Nana Ruth used for her horses as he reached out to take a hold of her hand. “No reason. It’s perfect.”

      Gent pushed his head out of the stall and between them. “Run all out, Gent,” Wyatt told him before he and Camila leaned forward at the same time and kissed each side of his muzzle. Wyatt heard the clicks of the cameras as he pulled away and stepped back.

      He wiped the lipstick from his lips as Bud saddled up the big red horse. All too soon, they were walking Gent to the track. Wyatt looked up at Michaela. In front of her was her father. They hadn’t said a word to each other when they’d saddled up.

      “Mike,” Wyatt said quietly so only she could hear. Michaela looked down at him. “Have fun and kick ass.”

      Michaela smiled, and Wyatt knew it would be all right. “Dirt in the face is all they’ll see,” Mike said back as she trotted onto the track.

      All of the farms’ owners and training staff were walking together to their boxes. They knew the cameras were on them as they laughed and talked.

      They were taking their places when the duke and duchess, along with Sean and Triana, took their seats in the box one row forward and one box over to the right, directly in front of Mo’s box.

      All the owners and trainers shook hands and wished each other luck as the horses warmed up. “My Old Kentucky Home” was playing, and Wyatt had never felt Nana’s presence more as they sang. And then it was time.

      “I don’t know if I can stand this,” Camila whispered with a plastered-on smile as she grabbed his hand.

      “This is horrible,” Carter joked from his box to the left. He was sitting on the edge closest to Camila so she could be surrounded by both owners.

      “This is worst than when my hound dog battled a woodchuck,” Bud said from the other side of Wyatt.

      Wyatt wanted to laugh, but he felt the same way as the horses began to load into the starting gate. And then . . .

      “They’re off!”

      “Cobalt, the horse trained by Sean Callahan from the UK, takes the quick lead and is headed to the rail,” the announcer’s voice boomed throughout the track as over a hundred thousand people cheered for their picks. “And here comes Sandstorm in second as he and Cobalt battle for the lead.”

      “Where is he?” Bud asked.

      “Gent’s in fifth. Blitz is in sixth,” Wyatt said, his eyes never leaving Gent and Mike.

      The tight group of horses stormed past the front stretch and into the first turn. “Cobalt continues to lead the way. But here comes Blitz making a move!” the announcer called as Carter and his box cheered. “And on the outside Making Magic charges forward through the turn. It’s Cobalt, followed by Sandstorm in a battle for the lead, but Making Magic and Blitz are coming on strong as they approach the halfway mark with That’s Rad in fifth. Ruth’s Gentleman has fallen to sixth as the field stays close together.”

      Wyatt watched Mike give up the rail to move Gent to the outside and sit him directly behind Blitz. In front of him, the top five horses were clumped together with Cobalt in the lead at the rail, with Making Magic a half-length behind and to the outside of Cobalt and then Sandstorm almost even with Cobalt on the outside. That’s Rad at the rail behind Cobalt with Blitz right behind Sandstorm and racing close to even with That’s Rad.

      “Sandstorm has taken the lead as Cobalt is now left to fight a surging Making Magic as they approach the final turn!”

      Wyatt strained to see down the front stretch as the horses approached the final turn. Camila was gripping his hand so hard that he thought she might break it as suddenly Gent went wide once again.

      “And here comes Ruth’s Gentleman to the far outside as they approach the final turn toward home. It’s Sandstorm by a nose as Cobalt and Making Magic battle for second. And here comes Blitz pounding up the middle as they come out of the final turn!” the announcer was shouting, his voice growing louder and louder as the race tightened.

      And then Wyatt saw it. So did Camila because she squeezed his hand suddenly. He saw Mike give Gent a pat on the neck.

      There’s my little dear. Run! Wyatt heard Nana Ruth as if she were beside him.

      “And they’re into the stretch! Ruth’s Gentleman is on the outside, moving up quickly to fifth. He’s passing That’s Rad who is dropping into sixth. Sandstorm with new jockey Felix Costas and Cobalt with jockey Conor Donahue are nose to nose for the lead, as Making Magic is fading into fourth! Blitz is coming on strong, taking third and here comes Ruth’s Gentleman charging up the outside with jockey Michaela Donahue. Ruth’s Gentleman is flying past Making Magic as he moves into fourth and he’s not stopping there! It’s Sandstorm and Cobalt one, two, and now Ruth’s Gentleman and Blitz a close third and fourth, but Ruth’s Gentlemen is surging forward to take third as they come into the final furlong!”

      Wyatt held his breath as they approached the grandstand. Mike moved her hand to take hold of Gent’s mane and Gent found yet another speed. It was as if Wyatt were watching a sports car eating up the gears as it accelerated down the highway.

      “That’s it!” Camila cried next to him as she gave up not cheering. “Let him fly, Mike!”

      And fly he did. “It’s Ruth’s Gentleman flying up the outside! Look at him go!” The announcer yelled, but he was now barely audible over the cheering of the crowd. “It’s three wide as they come down the homestretch. Father and daughter neck and neck along with Sandstorm. It’s Sandstorm, it’s Cobalt, it’s Ruth’s Gentleman battling it down to final half-furlong!”

      As they raced into the beginning of the grandstand, Wyatt saw a sight he’d never forget. Mike, crouched low over Gent’s neck smiling. Right then, he didn’t need to hear the announcer screaming that Ruth’s Gentleman was surging ahead to know the outcome of this race.

      “It’s Ruth’s Gentleman, by a nose, by a neck, by a head, it’s Ruth’s Gentleman charging into the lead and not looking back. Cobalt and Sandstorm are left battling for second as Ruth’s Gentleman is pulling a half-length ahead! Cobalt is battling, but can he hold on? They’re nose to nose for second as they come toward the finish. And the winner is Ruth’s Gentleman! And in a photo finish for second it appears to be Sandstorm by a whisker, Cobalt in third, and Blitz in fourth!”

      Camila was screaming and jumping up and down beside him as Wyatt dropped his head back and smiled up at the sky. He heard his nana’s laughter in the breeze as Camila launched herself into his arms. His mother was crying as she hugged them both and his father wrapped all of them up into a tight hug.

      Bud whooped and hollered as he pushed his way out of the box and ran for the track.

      “Congratulations!” Mo said, turning from his box to shake Wyatt’s hand. Dani, Zain, Mila, Gabe, Sloane, Ahmed, and Bridget all either shook his hand or hugged him as Carter and Reagan left their box to run into Wyatt’s. There was laughter, there were tears, and there was love.

      “Cami!”

      Wyatt looked up from where Carter was hugging him to see Sean Callahan leaping over chairs and climbing into the box. The second he was in the box, his arms were around his daughter. Camila burst into tears that did nothing to diminish the massive smile on her face.

      Down on the track, Gent had slowed down and was turning back toward the grandstand. As Mike turned, the TV reporter approached her on horseback. But before they could talk, there was a commotion nearby as the escort pony took Cobalt in hand and Conor Donahue leaped off his horse and ran down the track right for Michaela.

      One of the cameras picked up on it as he was broadcast on the screen. “Michaela! You did it!” he was yelling as tears filled Mike’s eyes.

      “Your father is obviously very proud of you,” the reporter said, trying to take control of the situation.

      Mike looked around and spotted Bud. “Bud!”

      Bud didn’t walk stately onto the track. He ran, hootin’ and hollerin’, as Gent tossed his head in amusement and pulled his way toward Bud. Bud grabbed onto Gent and kissed him right between the two red lipstick marks.

      “Get me down,” Mike yelled and Bud helped her down.

      Camila grabbed Wyatt’s hand again as Mike ran the last ten yards to meet her father at the finish line. Conor Donahue opened his arms and Mike ran right into them. The crowd went nuts as Conor spun his daughter around and Bud walked Gent toward them.

      “Go,” Sean ordered to Wyatt and Camila.

      “Come on,” Camila said, tugging his hand.

      “Everyone!” Wyatt motioned as security cleared a path for them.

      

      Camila was floating. This was the best dream she’d ever had and somehow it was real. Sydney did a makeup touch-up while they ran down the stairs. Deacon and Marshall helped keep people from getting too close as they made their way onto the track.

      Camila stopped first to hug Carter and Blitz‘s jockey, Eddie. Then she caught up with Wyatt, who was hugging Michaela. “Camila!” she called out and Camila rushed to hug the woman who had quickly become her best friend. “My dad is proud of me,” Michaela whispered.

      “And I am, too!” Camila said as tears threatened to flow again. “Let me boost you up, you have some flowers to receive.”

      “Can you believe it?” Mike asked with utter joy.

      “Not yet,” Camila laughed as she put her hands together and helped Mike up onto Gent.

      Wyatt was currently hugging Gent’s head, and Bud was sniffling as he held Gent’s reins. Syd was congratulating Mike and finally Camila turned to answer all the reporter’s questions before it was time to enter the winner’s circle. As they walked, Wyatt finished his interview as well.

      They got Gent in place and Camila’s heart almost stopped at the sight of the blanket of roses being carried out. Bud was on one side of Gent, Wyatt on the other. All their friends and Wyatt’s family filled in behind them as Wyatt motioned for her to join him up front.

      Behind and slightly above them was the governor of Kentucky, the track president, and the commissioner waiting to hand Wyatt the trophy. But for now, they seemed in their own little world as the photographer took their picture.

      “Wait!” Wyatt called out when he saw both Conor and Sean standing behind the photographer. “Mr. Donahue, Sean and Triana, you have to join us! You’re family!”

      All the Davies called for them to join in and when Mike and Camila motioned to them, their family joined in the picture. Conor with his hand on Michaela’s boot and Camila’s parents behind her with a hand on each shoulder. Camila would remember that moment forever.

      “Camila,” Wyatt said as the photographer and press continued to take pictures as the crowd cheers grew loud.

      “Yes?” she asked as she tried not to move her mouth while she smiled for the pictures.

      “I love you.”

      “Oh, Wyatt, I love you, too.” Camila turned to smile at him and saw Wyatt down on one knee holding out a ring box.

      “I waited my whole life for a woman like you to fill my heart and share my soul. You’re my love, my best friend, my partner, and the best thing to ever happen to me. Will you marry me?”

      Camila knew she was staring, but she wasn’t quite believing it. The shock of winning the race and now seeing Wyatt holding out a ring . . . it had to be a dream. But just in case it wasn’t, “Yes! Of course I’ll marry you.” The ring felt very real on her finger. And then Wyatt felt very real kissing her.

      “It’s Nana Ruth’s ring. I hope you don’t mind,” he said as he rested his head on hers.

      “Mind? That makes it even more special. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too.”

      

      That was the last moment Camila got with Wyatt for a long while. The winner’s circle turned into a massive celebration and the governor had trouble getting the attention she needed to present the trophy. There were more pictures, more interviews, and then bottles of champagne as their limo turned into a family party on the way to Keeneston.

      Camila was surprised, but shouldn’t have been, when they pulled into Wyatt Farm—soon to be her forever home—to see cars filling the pasture. A band played out back and fairy lights on the patio overlooked the pasture where Bud was releasing Gent who came to the fence to join the party.

      Her parents were slightly nervous at first but fit right in as all of the people from Keeneston welcomed them along with Mike and her father.

      “We must plan the wedding!” Katelyn yelled out to the group as she tipped up her own bottle of champagne.

      “We must have a priest,” Triana said with her arm around Katelyn and her own bottle of champagne.

      “He’s right there,” Katelyn said, pointing to Father Ben.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” she said, gasping at the very handsome, very muscular Father Ben.

      “I know, right?” Sophie and Sienna winked at each other.

      “I sat on his lap and hit on him,” Sienna admitted.

      Camila and her mom burst out laughing.

      “It must be after the other two races. Camila has two more jewels for her crown,” her father said, lifting up a bottle of bourbon and toasting Marshall’s bottle.

      “June! We can plan a June wedding.” Katelyn sighed happily.

      “That’s so close, I don’t know if we can pull it off,” Triana said worriedly.

      “A month’s a snap,” Wyatt’s Grandma Marcy, told them.

      “I’ll make the gown!” Sydney cried as she wrapped Camila up in a hug.

      “And you and Sean will stay in our guest house,” Katelyn decreed. “We can have the whole wedding planned while Cami trains Gent.”

      “Oh, Sean, can we?”

      “Well, the duke does want me to stay and race Cobalt.”

      “You are welcome to board him here,” Wyatt told him.

      “Father and daughter training together and planning a wedding?” Sean wiggled his eyebrows at Camila. “It’s a dream come true!”

      And so it was.
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      June, New York . . .

      

      Wyatt, Camila, Mike, and Bud each placed a hand on the three-sided silver trophy and raised it up into the air. Ruth’s Gentleman had won all three jewels for his crown.

      Blitz had come in fifth. Cobalt finished fourth in the race, the long distance of the Belmont being too much for the fast sprinters. Sandstorm had taken third and a new horse had come in to give Gent a run for the money. But just like every race, Gent had come from behind on the outside. He’d charged past the field and snapped up the third win by a full length. He was everything Nana Ruth had dreamed he would be.

      The offers to purchase Gent had been for astronomical amounts but there was no way Wyatt was going to part with him. After all, he was the final gift from Nana—the gift that brought Camila into his life.

      Wyatt leaned over and kissed her in love and celebration. When he pulled back, he looked up and waved over her parents and a very dirty Conor Donahue. They raced into the winner’s circle and the celebration continued. The past month had seen both Michaela and Camila flourish with the love and support of their parents.

      The Americans, having seen what Sean Callahan could do with Cobalt, had been offering him training jobs left and right. He hadn’t agreed to any yet, but he also hadn’t refused.

      Gent tossed his head and nickered in celebration. He loved the attention winning gave him. The crowd cheered and Gent was practically smiling with the two bright red lipstick stains on each side of his muzzle. The news media had dubbed it the “Kiss of Luck” and called Wyatt and Camila “Racing’s New Power Couple.”

      “What are you going to do now?” the news reporter asked Wyatt.

      “We’re going home to get married,” Wyatt said as he looked at his bride.
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      Gent was handsome in his Syd, Inc. custom-made bowtie as Bud held him next to where his humans were getting their marriage blessed. Father Ben was offering a blessing in the backyard of Wyatt Estate after their wedding at Saint Francis. There was nowhere else Wyatt and Camila would consider having their reception.

      Sydney, Mila, Sophie, Michaela, and Blythe had been bridesmaids while Wyatt had Carter, Ryan, Jackson, Gabe, and Zain by his side. The entire town, along with Camila’s parents, stood and cheered as Wyatt leaned forward and kissed his new wife after the blessing.

      The reception began and the guests drank and talked as the musicians started playing. Wyatt took advantage of the moment alone with his new wife. “There’s something I was hoping you could do for me.”

      “Anything,” Camila told her husband.

      “I couldn’t do this before,” Wyatt said, handing Camila the note from his nana. “Could you read it to me?”

      Camila seemed to know instantly that it was important as she opened it. “My dearest Wyatt and his bride,” Camila started to read. “If you’re reading this, then you’re in love. When you, my dear great-grandson, fall in love, it will be forever. And so, I wish to give you one last thing for a wedding present. I know I left you with a burden. Your sister will have her own hard times, but they will quickly pass as I left her the gift of love to see her through them. I was unable to give you the same gift, but I hope this will make up for it.”

      Wyatt knew it was Camila reading the words, but he could hear Nana Ruth’s voice as if she were here saying them to him.

      “Beauford always considered you the son we were never blessed to have. And so, before he passed, he made me promise to give you this upon your wedding day. I am saddened beyond words that I won’t be here to see you and your sister marry, but Beauford and I will be smiling down at you with all our love,” Camila continued to read.

      “In the attic, along the left wall, there is a hidden door. Inside is our gift for your wedding day. We wish you all the love that Beauford and I were lucky enough to share. We love you, my littlest dear, Ruth Elizabeth Wyatt.”

      Camila looked up at Wyatt, but his eyes were still closed as the last strains of Nana Ruth’s voice faded in his mind. When he opened them, he smiled with an even fuller heart than it had been a moment ago.

      “You think our guests can wait?” Camila asked with excitement in her voice.

      “Let’s go!” Wyatt grabbed her hand and together they raced up the stairs and into the attic. Wyatt felt along the wall and sure enough he found the door. All these years and he’d never known it was there.

      When he opened it, the air was stale but there in the room sat a baby’s cradle that looked to be from the 1800s. In it was a tightly sealed box. When he picked it up, it was heavier than he thought it would be.

      “I’ve got this,” Camila said as she lifted up her beautiful gown to reveal her soft leather boots. She reached inside a hidden pocket in her boot and pulled out a Swiss Army knife. “You know I’m always prepared,” she said as Wyatt laughed.

      She sliced the top open. When they opened it, they found a tissue-wrapped christening gown. When Camila gasped and pulled it out, he saw that underneath was a bottle of very nice, very old, and very rare bourbon.

      “I think this is for me,” Wyatt chuckled as he pulled out the bourbon.

      “What’s that?” Camila asked, pulling out a thick envelope with Mr. and Mrs. Wyatt Davies and family written on it.

      “I don’t know, but that’s Great-Grandpa’s handwriting.” Wyatt leaned over to see what was inside as Camila opened it.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Camila gasped as Wyatt’s mouth dropped open. Inside, the contents were divided up in three groups. The first one read “Mr. Wyatt Davies.” The second read “Mrs. Wyatt Davies.” The third read “Family.”

      “There’s millions of dollars in stocks in here,” Camila marveled. “I can have my own training center with this money.”

      “These weren’t with his other investments. I never knew they existed.” Wyatt looked down at them as the realization hit. “I can pay off and expand my veterinary clinic and hire a lifetime of people for the farm.”

      Camila sniffled as she handed a note that had been behind the “family” packet. “Many blessings for our great-great-grandchildren. The remainder is for their thirtieth birthdays. You can use it for education of any kind along the way or anything special. However, our greatest gift is the gift of hard work, determination, and love. Wyatt Farm will one day be theirs. Just as I did for you, teach them the love of the land, the value of hard work, manners, and respect. Ruthie and I are so proud of you, Wyatt. We love you,” Wyatt read out loud.

      Quietly Camila put everything back in the box and lifted it from his arms. She placed it back in the cradle and then paused as she thought again. She reached inside and pulled out the bottle of bourbon. “He did say wedding present.”

      Wyatt laughed and took his bride’s hand. “Let’s go celebrate.”

      

      “Another one down,” Dani said to the girls as she pulled the notebook the Rose sisters had given her for matchmaking.

      “We’ve done well, ladies.” Kenna lifted her glass of champagne as they all toasted.

      “Look how happy they are,” Katelyn said with a smile as they turned to see their sons and daughters taking a shot of her Grandpa Beauford’s favorite bourbon. Where in the world had they found that?

      “Your dad was so sweet to give them the honeymoon for a wedding present,” Gemma said to Katelyn.

      “He was,” Katelyn said, looking at her dad, Jack Jacks. Older now and having sold off the fifty-one percent of his hotel empire to Sebastian Able, he was much more relaxed than he’d ever been. He was sitting, holding baby Van on his lap as he talked with Jake and Marcy Davies.

      “The question now is who is next?” Annie asked.

      All the moms turned to eye their kids.

      “Jackson,” Tammy said suddenly. “His eyes have been a little darker recently. He needs love to brighten them back up.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Paige said.

      “But who do we fix him up with?” Morgan asked.

      

      “I swear, I thought they’d be better at this, bless their hearts,” Miss Lily said, shaking her head at the women trying to set up their kids.

      “They just don’t have the flair for matchmaking,” Miss Daisy said with a sigh.

      “Thank goodness they have us,” Miss Violet said, pulling out her phone.

      “Is everything in place?” Miss Lily asked her sister.

      “Operation Jackson has now commenced,” Miss Violet told her sisters as she sent a text.

      “Ladies, should we ask what you’re doing?” John Wolfe, Lily’s husband, asked as their husbands joined them.

      “Just talking about missing our husbands,” Miss Lily said innocently as the men snorted in disbelief.

      “As long as you weren’t fiddling in people’s lives, I’ll take it,” John said, sitting down next to his wife.

      “You’re one to talk,” Miss Daisy snorted. For the past umpteen decades, John had done nothing but fiddle.

      “Haven’t you heard?” John asked with a grin as he looked at DeAndre. “I’m retired.”

      “Well, so are we,” Miss Violet said so innocently that no one believed her.

      

      Oh goodness, she thought to herself. What was wrong with her? Her stomach thought the dance floor was a fishing boat on rough waters.

      “Are you okay?” her husband asked.

      “I’m fine. Too much champagne.” She laughed it off. “I guess I should have had the bourbon.”

      “You only had one glass,” her husband said with concern. “Do you want to go home?”

      “No,” she said as she dug around her purse for an antacid. “I’m fine. This is too good of a party to miss. Plus, I love dancing with you.” She leaned up and kissed her husband on the lips before resting her head on his chest and swaying to the music. Just to be on the safe side, she might want to talk to Dr. Ava. She’d been feeling a bit under the weather recently.

      

      Jackson Davies was tired. He watched Lucas and Talon dancing with Poppy and Zinnia as Holt Everett sang one of his country hits, and Jackson was a little jealous. His FBI partners, who were like brothers to him, were in love and that love got them through the darkness they saw on the job as hostage rescuers. But Jackson didn’t have that.

      Three days earlier, they were on a particularly rough job. They were praised for getting three people out alive, but what wasn’t mentioned was the four-year-old who didn’t make it out. And that weighed heavily on him. He needed something to chase back the darkness, and the Keeneston Belles vying for his attention wasn’t it. His phone buzzed and he pulled it from his pocket. It was from his cousin Harper in Shadows Landing.

      The Bells are going to open a guesthouse on their property and want to have a pre-opening test run for three nights in the future. Before they start looking around, I thought of you and wanted to see if you had time off in the upcoming months.

      The Bell family owned a massive old plantation house along the river in Shadows Landing. Fishing and hanging with his Faulkner cousins sounded great. Only he was going to be working hard the next couple of months. His boss had alluded to overseas assignments with the military.

      When? He was a man of few words and even fewer texts.

      The first bookings start for Christmas, so sometime this fall would be perfect. I know your schedule requires a lot of advance notice for time off.

      Jackson looked down at his phone. Three nights on the river just relaxing after whatever hell his boss was going to put him in. That was a no-brainer. I’d love to. I’ll let you know the dates.

      Perfect. I’ll tell the Bells.

      Jackson slid his phone back into his pocket and accepted a glass of bourbon from his brother Ryan. “Why are Mom and the aunts staring at us?” Ryan asked as they sipped the expensive bourbon.

      “I don’t know. Just like I don’t know why the Rose sisters just high-fived each other,” Jackson said with a sigh. “I’d worry if I think about it.”

      “Hey, guys.” Gabe and his brother Zain joined them, but seemed preoccupied.

      Jackson scanned the room and quickly saw why. “Who invited Draven?”

      “I did,” Zain said with a grimace. “He’s been practicing, and he’s ready to make his move.”

      “Did you check him for gold dildos?” Jackson asked as they watched Draven approach a tableful of Belles.

      “Crap, I forgot,” Zain said worriedly.

      “I checked,” Gabe told them. “I imagine this is something like watching your child on the first day of school.”

      “I won’t be nearly as worried for Zaria in the years to come as I am for Draven. She’s already more mature than he is.” Jackson burst out laughing at Zain’s comment. Home was good for the soul.

      “Here he goes.” Gabe grabbed Zain’s arm and Jackson was pretty sure neither brother who had been giving King Draven lessons in love were breathing.

      “Good evening, ladies,” they heard Draven say. “You all look beautiful.”

      “So far so good,” Zain murmured.

      “He’s going for it,” Gabe whispered as Draven turned to one woman.

      “You look especially lovely tonight, my dear.” Draven held out his hand. “Would you care to dance?”

      The woman eyed him skeptically. “Do you have another gift for me?”

      Draven looked panicked.

      “I didn’t think she’d want a gift!” Zain was just as panicked now.

      Draven took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, I do not. It’s me who’s asking you for a gift. The gift of your company.”

      “Smooth,” Ryan said, giving Jackson a wink.

      Zain and Gabe held their breath as she looked at Draven and then slowly extended her hand to his.

      “I’d love to dance. Thank you, Draven.”

      “Thank you for giving me another chance, Addison,” Draven told her sincerely as he led her onto the dance floor.

      “I haven’t seen you in the gossip sheets recently. But I have seen you on the news. I’m very impressed with the initiatives you’re taking for your country,” Addison told Draven as they began to dance. Draven kept his hands in a respectable position.

      Zain and Gabe high-fived and Jackson glanced over to the Rose sisters who had just high-fived while looking at him . . . uh-oh. He needed air.

      Jackson walked out from under the twinkling lights decorating the backyard and headed around the side of the house and down to the barn. He needed a moment alone to clear his head and relax. He opened the barn door and stood blinking at Daisy. Her head was outside her stall, and she was trying to grab something hanging on the nearby hay bale.

      Jackson walked closer and then saw what it was. Panties. The panty dropper had struck again. Jackson’s phone went off and he knew with the specialized ring it was work.

      “Parker,” his boss snapped.

      “Yes, sir,” Jackson answered.

      “You and your team are to report to DC tomorrow night. I’m sending you the information now.”

      “Is this the military assist you were telling us about?”

      “Yes. Don’t blow this. It’s a huge chance to prove yourself.”

      His boss hung up and Daisy nuzzled him. He needed light now more than ever.

      The Bell family is thrilled you’re coming. See you soon, cuz.

      Jackson took a deep breath. That was his light at the end of the tunnel.

      

      Wyatt leaned down and kissed his wife as his friends and family cheered. They were lined up on both sides of the driveway with sparklers in hand. At the end of the tunnel was the limo that would drive them to the airport to begin their honeymoon.

      “Are you ready, Mrs. Davies?” Wyatt asked Camila who smiled so beautifully up at him.

      “I am, Mr. Davies.”

      Hand in hand, they ran through the sparklers and into the beginning of their new life together.
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