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One man on a mission. One hard-working woman. One bet that’ll make sparks fly… 

Mason Falco clawed his way to the top through hard work, killer instincts, and sheer determination. But time is money, and when the owner of a farm refuses to sell the land crucial to making his latest development a success, he’ll do what it takes to convince the sultry, stubborn woman to sign on the dotted line.
Kayla Phillips is holding on by a thread, on the verge of losing the farm she inherited from her grandfather. It’s only a matter of time before she’s forced into foreclosure, but there’s no way she’s selling to Falco. His good looks and sex appeal might work on some women—okay, it works on her too—but she’s not about to sell to a man intent on bulldozing her family’s legacy.A war of words turns into a wager—and Kayla’s only chance to save the farm. All she has to do is prove to the billionaire that he can’t handle two weeks of living the life of a farmer. 
She never expected the burning desire she feels whenever Mason’s around. But are his feelings for her genuine, or just a ploy to get what he wants? With her heart and the family business on the line, will she risk it all for love? 
Mason will do whatever it takes to get his hands on the property that’s been in Kayla’s family for generations. Sparks fly when a war of words turns into a wager—and Kayla’s only chance to save the farm. With her heart and the family business on the line, will she risk it all for love?
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  Chapter 1


Mason Falco drove down the rutted dirt road, cringing every time his sleek Maserati ran over a water-filled pothole. 
Normally, he wouldn’t dare take his car on a street in such terrible condition, but it was the only way to reach the Whispering Oaks Equestrian Farm. His attorneys had been trying to get in touch with the owner for weeks, and he’d finally decided to take matters into his own hands and contact the woman himself.
Open fields banked each side of the tree-lined road, with one side sectioned off into what he assumed were paddocks for horses. The Phillips family had owned the property for close to a century, one of the last farms of its kind in the area. All of the other landowners sold out long ago, accepting generous cash payoffs in exchange for the deeds to their properties. Only one remained, and he couldn’t move forward with his development plans until he secured the forty-five acres currently deeded to Kayla Marie Phillips.
He’d skimmed over her profile before he left his office in downtown Orlando. Single white female. Age twenty-nine. She looked petite in the picture provided by his staff, with long brown hair and delicate features. Before she’d taken over the family business, she’d been a competitive show jumper. One of the articles he’d read listed her as an Olympic hopeful, but that was almost a decade ago and he saw no other mentions.
Probably couldn’t make the cut, he mused. So many people gave up when the going got tough, and he held no respect for quitters. He took pride in the knowledge that he’d clawed his way from nothing to the top of his field. At thirty-two, he’d yet to reach his peak, turning rundown properties into multimillion dollar ventures across the globe. He’d never been on the losing end of a deal, and he wasn’t about to let Ms. Phillips break his streak.
Gradually, the road curved to the right and the gates of the farm came into view. It wasn’t fancy by any means, just a simple wrought-iron gate that slowly swung open when his car tripped the motion sensors. The Maserati hit yet another pothole, this one filled with enough muddy water to splash the front quarter panel of his car. Once through the gate, he swung into a spot in front of what he assumed was the stable.
As soon as he stepped out of the car, he was hit with a blast of heat and humidity. Not surprising for Florida in July. Sweat formed on his brow as he rolled up his shirtsleeves and strode toward the entrance to the building. A handwritten note taped to the door warned visitors to watch out for the kittens in the tack room. He opened the door, and sure enough, two pure black kittens made a dash for freedom. Though he caught one, its littermate slipped between his feet and darted outside.
He muttered a curse. The last thing he needed was a deal going south because he lost one of the owner’s kittens. Grumbling, he stomped back outside in search of the runt. It took nearly ten minutes to corner the little beast and grab it by the scruff of its neck.
He ignored the kitten’s meows of protest as he carried it back to the tack room. This time, he carefully opened the door and nudged back its playmate with his shoe before he entered. But instead of backing off, the kitten climbed up his leg. Its tiny sharp claws pierced the fabric of his dress pants and dug into his skin. Biting back a curse, he set the first kitten on the ground, peeled the other off his leg, and placed it on one of the trunks that lined the front wall.
The room was no larger than ten by twenty feet and smelled strongly of oil and leather. The far wall was lined with four rows of large wooden pegs that held at least two dozen saddles. On the opposite wall, hooks held bridles and long strips of what looked like heavy cotton with metal buckles on each end. Pictures adorned the space above the pegs, mostly of riders on their horses.
Mason stepped closer and studied each picture until he found one with what appeared to be a young Kayla Phillips. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old. The young woman rode a huge brown horse, her body perched slightly above the saddle as her mount leaped over an obstacle built to resemble a red brick wall. The planes of her face were etched tight with concentration, and he admired her competitive spirit.
Had her fire burned out, or was she still as iron-willed as she was when the photograph was taken? There was only one way to find out. Careful not to let the kittens escape, he slipped out the door at the other side of the room that led into the stable.
Two giant fans blew air around the building but did little to make the heat more tolerable. Mason paused for a moment; his gaze took in the rows of stalls that lined each side of the building. Half of them were empty, which made sense, considering the number of horses he’d seen grazing in the paddocks. To his right, a guy in his late teens pushed a wheelbarrow filled with pine shavings down the walkway between stalls, and Mason strode in his direction.
“Excuse me,” he said, and the kid skidded to a halt.
The teen’s eyes narrowed as he took in Mason’s appearance. Obviously, they didn’t have many business types running around the farm. “Can I help you?”
“I’m here to see Kayla Phillips. Do you know where I can find her?”
Hands full, the kid jerked his head to the left. “She’s out in the arena with a student.”
Before Mason had the chance to say thank you, the kid ambled off in the opposite direction and disappeared into one of the stalls.
Whatever. Her employee wasn’t his problem. With renewed determination, he strode down the length of the stable. When he reached the end, the riding arena came into view. It was far from impressive: just a large, fenced-in area of dirt with a dozen or so obstacles scattered about. A teenage girl rode a dappled horse around the perimeter, and in the center stood a woman he presumed to be Kayla Phillips.
She was shorter than he expected, no more than five two, with the kind of body that made a man want to settle in and stay for a while. The faded jeans she wore clung to her curves, as did her simple white T-shirt. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a braid and hung halfway down her back. Toned, tanned arms hinted at the hard work she put in to keep the farm afloat.
A floppy straw hat and sunglasses obscured her face as she barked out commands like a drill sergeant. “Shoulders back, Courtney! Keep your chin up!”
Immediately, the girl followed Kayla’s instructions as the horse continued to trot.
“Looking good, looking good. Okay, I want to see you take the outside line, cut left to the red gate, and then circle around to the opposite line. Got it?”
“Yes, Miss Kayla.” The girl kicked her heels into the horse’s side, and the animal shot into a canter. It rounded the curve, gathering speed before it cleared one jump and then another. The girl said something he couldn’t make out as she steered the horse to the left and over what he assumed was the red gate. Then it was off to the opposite side of the ring, where she guided the beast over two more jumps before slowing its pace to a walk.
“Great job!” Kayla clapped enthusiastically. “Let him walk for a bit and then bring him in for a wash-down.”
She turned away from the girl and strode toward the stables, and when she pulled off her hat and sunglasses, it finally gave him the chance to get a good view of her face.
The picture didn’t do her justice. She was a beautiful woman with high cheekbones, a narrow nose, and full, lush lips. Kissable lips. Her deep-brown eyes sparked with intelligence as she walked in his direction. When she drew close, she looked him over, and confusion crinkled her forehead.
“Something I can help you with?” Now that she wasn’t shouting commands, her voice carried a husky Southern accent.
“I hope so.” He flashed her the smile he always used when warming up difficult clients. “I’m Mason Falco of—”
“Falco Enterprises,” she finished for him, not shaking the hand he offered. The planes of her face sharpened with irritation as she cocked one hand on her hip. “You wasted your time coming out here. I’m not selling.” In obvious dismissal, she turned on her heel and headed toward the stable.
Stubborn woman. He took off after her, catching up at the entrance, and fell in line with her long, quick strides. “You haven’t even heard my latest offer.”
“Don’t care. I’m still not selling.” She hung the straw hat on a hook as she passed and walked into a small room that housed a washing machine, dryer, and stacks of supplies. A bathroom was off to the right and she stepped in, leaving the door wide open.
Mason followed her into the supply room, stopping short at the entrance to the bathroom. She paid him no mind while she washed her hands, and his temper simmered beneath the surface.
“The offer would make you a rich woman. You’d never have to work another day in your life.”
Farm life wasn’t easy; he knew that much. County records showed her being late with the property taxes for the last two years in a row. She didn’t strike him as the type to dodge her responsibilities, leading him to believe she suffered from a serious cash flow problem.
After turning off the spigot, she grabbed a towel to dry her hands and wipe the sweat from her brow. Her skin was flushed from the summer heat, but it didn’t seem to bother her. She peered up, and those beautiful brown eyes locked with his.
“In that case, why are you still working, Mr. Falco? Last time I heard, you were worth over a billion.”
Score one for the horse whisperer. “One point one eight, if you want to be exact.” And damn proud of it. He’d clawed his way from nothing to the top through hard work, good instincts, and sheer determination.
“I stand corrected,” she said, “but that doesn’t answer my question.”
Feisty little thing, wasn’t she? He liked that in a woman. Not to mention he’d always enjoyed a good challenge, and this was shaping up to be one of them. “I like what I do, Ms. Phillips. It’s what makes me successful. You, on the other hand, have been struggling for years to keep this farm in the black. Why continue to scrape by when you don’t have to?”
She frowned, and the lines between her eyes deepened. “My business is my business, Mr. Falco. It may not rake in millions of dollars, but I sleep well at night after an honest day’s work. Do you?”
Now it was his turn to scowl. How dare she make that kind of insinuation? Sure, he could be ruthless when the situation called for it, but business was business, and he’d never done anything illegal. “Of course.”
“Figures.” She smirked. “Your type usually does.”
He shoved his hands in his pockets so she wouldn’t see them balled into fists. In less than five minutes, the woman had managed to push every one of his buttons. Part of him wanted to kiss her senseless while the other part wanted to take her over his knee. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re a smart man. I’m sure you can figure it out. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a business to run.”
And with that, she turned her back to him and walked out of the room. She strode over to the girl who was busy at work removing the saddle from the horse she’d been riding.
This wasn’t over, not by a long shot. Mason fumed as he exited the building and stalked to his car. While he was gone, a bird had shit on the windshield, making his visit complete. He turned the key in the ignition and the car roared to life, and he slowly eased the vehicle out of the spot while he watched for more potholes. He’d go back to his office to refocus and regroup, and then he’d plan his next move.


      [image: ]Kayla watched as Falco’s sporty red car rolled down the narrow dirt road and chuckled under her breath every time it ran over a pothole. It served him right for trying to talk her into selling her home. The farm meant everything to her, and before he’d died, she’d promised her grandfather that she’d do everything in her power to keep the property in the family. 
Her younger sister Louise walked up alongside her and leaned against the doorway. “Was that who I thought it was?”
“Yep. Pompous ass.” Although she had to admit, he was easy on the eyes. Tall, dark, and devastatingly handsome, the man looked as if he was better suited for a magazine cover than a boardroom. But then he’d opened his mouth, and she’d recognized the predator that lurked beneath the surface. Now that she knew, she’d never forget it. He was the kind of guy who’d use any means at his disposal, and that included the fine art of sweet-talking.
Kayla slanted a glance in her sister’s direction. “How’d you get so dirty?”
“Echo threw me.” She said it casually, as if getting tossed from a horse was an everyday occurrence. Well, actually, it was for her. Over the years, she’d built a reputation for being able to train even the most ill-mannered horse. The woman was absolutely fearless, but one of these days it was going to rear up and bite her right on the butt. She brushed at the dirt that stained the side of her jeans. “Don’t worry, I’m fine.”
“This time. You’ve got to be more careful. Please tell me you were wearing a helmet.” If the answer was no, she was stapling the damn thing to Louise’s head. She, of all people, should know better. It was hard to enforce the helmet rule when the owner’s sister broke it on a daily basis. Not to mention the insurance company had been adamant about it when she renewed the liability policy for the farm. Any infractions and their coverage was toast.
“Of course I wore it, after the hissy fit you threw last time.”
Well, at least that was one less thing to worry about. “Thank you.”
“So how much did he offer this time?” Louise pulled out the elastic band that held her long blonde hair in a ponytail. “It must have been a lot if he came all the way out here to present it.”
“I don’t know.” Kayla shrugged. “I cut him off before he started talking figures.”
Louise’s blue eyes got all big and wide. “Are you crazy? The last offer was for over four million.”
Four million two hundred thousand, to be exact. She had to admit, when she first read the proposal, she’d been tempted by the sheer number of zeroes. But then she’d done the math and the offer lost a lot of its appeal. Taxes and the outstanding mortgage balance would eat over a million dollars of the proceeds. Then there was the cost of purchasing a suitable property to relocate the farm, one large enough, dry enough, and zoned for agricultural purposes. The closest one she’d found was located in Chuluota, and it came with a price tag of a million three. And when she factored in the cost of building the house, stable, equipment shed, arena, paddocks, and pastures to the required county codes and specifications, they’d be left with just under a million dollars to live on while they rebuilt their clientele. Which sounded like a lot, but with little or no money coming in, the monthly expenses would eat it up in no time.
Besides, this was their home, and she refused to be bought. Four generations had lived and worked on the farm, and she’d promised her grandfather that she’d keep the tradition alive. Everywhere she looked, she saw a part of her family’s history, of what shaped her into who she was. And when the mortgage refinancing finally went through, they’d have a little wiggle room in the budget.
As she turned her gaze away from the road, she took in the paddocks on the other side of the arena, each one occupied by one or two horses. Altogether, there were thirty-four horses on the farm. Nineteen she owned, and the rest of them were boarded by people who either didn’t have enough room for a horse on their property or their land wasn’t zoned for large animals. The rental income was enough to pay the mortgage and insurance, leaving her to scrape and scrounge for the funds necessary to cover the other expenses.
Like taxes. Electric. Feed and vet bills. Not to mention water, gas, wages, and food. Stud fees covered some of the expenses, while Louise trained horses and Kayla gave riding lessons to boost the bottom line. Even then, it sometimes wasn’t enough to make ends meet. To cover the difference, Kayla tended bar three or four nights a week at one of the clubs downtown.
“Excuse me, Kayla?” It was Ashley, one of the interns from the university’s pre-veterinary club. Each semester, two students worked ten hours a week at the farm in exchange for three credit hours. The first couple of weeks ate a lot of Kayla’s time, but after that the kids were worth the investment. The students gained valuable experience they could put on their applications for vet school, and in exchange the farm got free labor. Which was great, because good farmhands were hard to find; it was tough, physical work, and a lot of folks didn’t want to get their hands dirty.
Kayla turned, and the look on the girl’s face made her nervous. “What’s wrong, honey?”
“It’s Harlan. He won’t let me in his stall.”
Kayla let out a mental sigh of relief. Harlan was her prize stallion. With his champion bloodlines and award-winning offspring, he was by far the farm’s most valuable asset. Last year alone he brought in almost three quarters of the farm’s stud fees, and this year looked to be about the same. But the stallion could be a bit temperamental, and when he got into one of his moods, she and Louise were the only ones who could handle him.
“Don’t worry about it,” she told the intern. “Is his feed bucket outside the stall?”
The young woman nodded, and her purple-tipped bangs fell over one of her eyebrows. “Every time I get close, he slams against the gate.”
Typical. For a horse, he could really be a jerk. “I’ll take care of it. Louise, is there anything else you need Ashley to do before she leaves for the day?”
Louise met her gaze for a long moment before she focused her attention on Ashley. “Yeah, why don’t you come along with me? I was about to put a shoe back on Zenith.”
The pair took off toward Zenith’s stall, leaving Kayla free to deal with Harlan. She boarded him at the end of the stable, with a Friesian gelding in the adjacent stall that seemed to keep the stallion calm. As she drew close, she heard him pawing the ground and letting out snorts of impatience.
“Hungry, are you? Well, it serves you right for being such a butthead to Ashley.”
She picked up the bucket and approached the stall. The stallion stopped pawing when he caught a whiff of the food, letting out a soft snuffle as he backed up far enough to let her inside. She threw back the bolt and slid the door open.
God, he was beautiful, all eleven hundred pounds of him. He was tall, a hair under seventeen hands, with a coat the color of rich mahogany. He hadn’t competitively jumped in almost nine years, but she kept him in excellent condition. At least four times a week, after the stable hands left, she tacked him up and gave him a workout in the arena. He still jumped like a champion, attacking each line with the same level of energy and enthusiasm as he did during his first year on the circuit.
Harlan nudged her with his big head, his teeth playing with the bottom hem of her shirt.
“Knock it off.” She gave his head a playful shove. Undeterred, the stallion nudged her again, impatient for his late afternoon meal. She placed the bucket a few feet away from his water. A smile warmed her face as he bolted down his food as though he hadn’t eaten in a week.
“Greedy bugger.” She ran a hand over his big, powerful body, and his muscles rippled beneath her fingers. He got two meals a day, a roof over his head, and he earned his keep by playing stud for some of the premier thoroughbred mares in the area. Considering how most other horses spent their days, he’d certainly hit the jackpot.
But breeding fees alone couldn’t keep the farm in the black. She’d have to either increase the stud fees for Harlan or sell at least two of the colts. She planned on saddle training Dusty in a week or two, but Jigsaw and Prescott probably wouldn’t be ready for at least another six months. If she trained them well, she could fetch a higher price when she put them on the market.
She exited the stall and slid the door shut behind her, making sure the bolt was securely in place before she left the building. One of the stable cats brushed against her leg, and she bent down to give it a quick pet. Every muscle in her body ached with fatigue, and no wonder: she’d been at it since a little before sunrise. But now that every horse was fed, watered, and safe in their stalls, she could finally go to the house, shower the sweat and dirt from her body, and eat dinner. Then it was off to her second job tending bar, where she’d put in a five-hour shift before she returned home and crawled into bed.
As she locked up the stable, thoughts of Mason Falco crept back into her head. She scowled. It amazed her, how such a handsome man could be such a pompous ass. Really, it shouldn’t surprise her. Over the years, she’d run into his type plenty of times. Hell, she’d even dated one, and what a mistake that had been.
The crack about her business ability stung, most likely because it was true. Try as she might, she never managed to get ahead. It seemed like every time she got her head above water, the well pump broke, or one of the horses got sick, or something else happened to suck all of the money from her bank account. There were days when it all wore her down to the bone, and sometimes she wondered whether she’d ever get the farm back to the level it was before her accident.
As she stood on the porch, she stared out at the property and resolved herself to find a way. Come hell or high water, she’d make it work. She shoved the worries aside as she strode into the house, pulling her boots off in the mudroom before washing her hands in the kitchen sink. She’d figure a way to make the farm profitable again if it was the last thing she ever did.






  
  Chapter 2


Still fuming, Mason rode the glass elevator to the twenty-second floor of the Falco Building. 
The nerve of that woman. He bristled at the memory of being dismissed like some sort of flunky. He’d put months of hard work and a small fortune into this project, and she was sadly mistaken if she thought he’d give up so easily.
Stepping out of the elevator, Mason stalked down the long corridor that led to his corner office. One of the CPAs from accounting strode past, and he wiped the anger from his face long enough to give her a cordial greeting in passing. A sharp left at the end of the hall, and the glossy black desk where his assistant worked came into view. He gave a quick nod to the ever-pleasant Ms. Booth, and she offered a warm smile in return.
“Hold my calls,” he told her before he walked into his office and closed the door behind him.
Much to his chagrin, his younger brother was waiting for him inside.
“Turned you down cold, didn’t she?” Shane had a shit-eating grin on his face. He looked totally at ease, with his feet propped up on the corner of Mason’s desk and his long legs crossed at the ankles. And why shouldn’t he? He wasn’t the one busting his balls to put the finishing touches on a hundred-plus million-dollar project.
Mason shot his brother a withering glare. He wasn’t in the mood for this shit. As he moved past, he shoved Shane’s feet off his desk. “I want to know everything about her. Everything. Friends, family, what she eats, where she sleeps, who she fucks.”
“I already sent you the report.”
“When?”
“About an hour ago.” Shane’s grin widened, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I told you she was going to shoot you down.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“I was right, wasn’t I? It’s what I get paid the big bucks for.”
His brother barked out a laugh when Mason made a rude gesture with his middle finger. Without a doubt, Shane Falco was the best intelligence gatherer in the business, and he made damn sure everybody knew it. Once, on a bet, the cocky bastard hacked into the server of the Chinese military.
Shane leaned back against his chair and crossed his hands behind his head. “If you want to know anything that’s not in the report, let me know. And to answer one of your questions, she isn’t fucking anyone at the moment.”
Mason snorted. “That explains a lot.”
“Oh, don’t tell me you’re going to fall back on the frigid bitch defense.”
“No, I don’t think she’s frigid at all.” Quite the contrary. He’d seen fire in her eyes. Real fire. And the lucky bastard who tapped into that was in for one hell of a ride. In spite of his anger, there was something about Kayla Phillips that caught and held his interest. Maybe, after he talked her into selling the farm, he’d find a way to talk her into his bed. He couldn’t think of a better way to celebrate the completion of his largest project to date.
Mason settled into his black leather chair and powered up his tablet. Sure enough, Shane’s email was waiting in his Inbox. “Any word on the zoning changes?”
“The motion passed last night, seven to two.”
“Excellent.” He’d have to thank Ethan and his legal staff for navigating the miles of red tape needed to amend the zoning laws in the area to include large-scale residential housing and commercial development. Now the only thing standing in their way was a certain stubborn brunette.

      [image: ]Finished with his work at the office, Mason rode the elevator up to his penthouse suite and pored over the details of Kayla Phillips’s life. 
It never ceased to amaze him how much information Shane was capable of collecting in such a short period of time. He’d uncovered everything from the grades she received in high school to how much income the farm produced last quarter. She was walking the razor’s edge of liquidity, using her additional income from tending bar to keep the business afloat.
It didn’t make sense to him. Why bother, when she could be financially independent with the simple stroke of a pen?
Must be some kind of family thing, he decided

      [image: ]
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