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PROLOGUE
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Bluebonnet Ranch

Texas

LAURA ANTONELLA WAS out of bed before the alarm even went off. She’d never been one to linger. It was still five minutes to four in the morning. But today promised to be a day. She decided to get a head start on things at the Bluebonnet Wine Trail ranch; after all, the daughter of her late boss, whom she’d considered more than a father, was coming to the ranch to get rid of it.

“Absurd! That little rich girl doesn’t know the ranch, doesn’t give a damn about what this sale will do to the people who depend on it to live. I already hate her.”

That had been her reaction when the manager, Mr. Marlon—Alejandro Santiago’s right-hand man—had broken the news. But what was the use? Her boss had died of a heart attack a little over sixty days ago. She hadn’t even recovered from that blow, and now she had to face this.

She took a long shower to gather her strength, washed her long hair, and wrapped it in a towel while she got dressed. Dark high-waisted jeans, a black tank top, and a thin plaid shirt over it to shield her from the Texas sun.

She pulled on her black riding boots and was generous with the sunscreen and perfume. She loved perfume, had a collection of scents and essences. They used to be her calling card in the beds she passed through. There weren’t that many... okay, yes there were.

At the ripe age of twenty-five, she was well aware she drew looks from both women and men, and saw no problem in enjoying the moment. But it never went beyond that—a bit of fun. No one had ever gotten more than a night or two of fiery sex with the Heartbreaker.

Well, she deserved the heartless reputation she had. She didn’t care, because she always made it crystal clear to her flings that she wanted no commitment. The first time she’d wanted one, it had ended very badly.

She placed her black Stetson on her head and winked at herself in the mirror.

She’d give the boss’s daughter a good kick in the ass. Let her watch out.

“Morning, Mami.”

“Hey, sweetheart. Sleep well? I saw you got in late last night.”

“I did. I told you not to keep tabs on me.”

“I gave up on that. I just worry about the hour.”

“Right. I’ll pretend I believe you.”

“Sit down. I made your coffee just how you like it.”

“Thanks, you’re an angel. Where’s Jack and Papi?”

“They left early. Your father fell out of bed. Went to check everything’s in order at the winery for Mr. Alejandro’s daughter’s arrival. God rest him!”

“Amen. I’ll never get used to not seeing him at this table.”

“Me neither, dear. But we have to be strong, right? And besides, if Miss Santiago really wants to sell, we have to be prepared.”

“I still can’t believe she’d throw away something her father spent his whole life building.”

“I think she must be under pressure. You know the ranch’s income has fallen a lot these past few months. Jack told me.”

“I know. I don’t get how that’s possible. We’re one of the best Merlot and Malbec producers in all of San Antonio. How did we lose so many buyers to this point?”

“It’s strange, honey. Very strange. Jack and your father think so too. Maybe she’ll change her mind after she sees the whole ranch? The last time she was here she was a child. Do you remember, Laura, you two used to play rodeo on the horse saddles in the stables?”

“Mom, I was what? Ten?”

“Around there... maybe eleven.”

“I don’t even remember what I ate yesterday. I don’t remember her face at all. And I’m not the least bit interested in finding out now, either.”

“Sorry, honey. But you’ll have to pick her up from the airport.”

“What? Why can’t she take a cab?”

“Wouldn’t that be rude?”

“And is it polite to sell the property without even giving the employees an explanation or any guarantees?”

“We’ll do our part. Now eat up.”

“And what time does the Disney Princess arrive?”

“Before lunch. Marlon said. And don’t talk like that—you said yourself you don’t even remember her.”

“And why didn’t he send his goody-two-shoes son Austin to get her? Didn’t they date for a while?”

“Laura, stop being difficult. And I thought you didn’t remember anything. Probably because that relationship didn’t end well. Now let me take care of things here because I need to impress Miss Santiago too. Who knows, maybe she’ll fall in love with Bluebonnet?”

“I’m just saying. If she’s really the spoiled brat everyone says, I’ll toss her in the River Walk before we head back.”

“Mind your manners, my girl. At least this time.”

“I’m off, Mami. Gonna check the stables and feed the horses.”

She got up from the table, grabbed an apple, and took a bite before kissing her mother’s cheek. She, her parents, and her two siblings had lived on the ranch since her father came to work for Mr. Alejandro when Laura was just a little girl. Jack, her older brother, was married and lived in the workers’ village close to the main house. Her sister Tiffany was at college in Houston and only came to the ranch on weekends.

Her father was the best winemaker in the San Antonio region and had dedicated his whole life to that ranch. He helped Mr. Alejandro break into the world of imports and build a beautiful wine empire. They were already part of the famous trail of the best wines in Texas.

But these last few months, her father had been worried about the drop in production, the decrease in export contracts. It wasn’t just because of the damage from the last hurricane that hit them the previous year; the competition always seemed to be one step ahead. Her father was not at all happy about the property sale, especially since there were no guarantees all the employees would be kept on, including his family.

Laura crossed the property and entered the ranch’s secret paradise: the place where the wine barrels rested for fermentation. A shed full of oak casks, temperature controlled between 12 and 18 degrees, no sunlight. The decisive point for the maturation of the Chardonnay, the flagship wine of the Bluebonnet Winery.

“Papi?”

“Here, my girl.”

“Morning. Working already?”

“I’m separating the best wines and some grapes from our last harvest to show Miss Santiago.”

“Oh, Papi. You think she understands any of this?”

“That’s exactly why she’s going to sell. Because she doesn’t understand. Maybe if she gets interested, she could change her mind.”

“Always such an optimist.”

“You should do the same. Try to impress her. Your horses are the most beautiful and fastest in all of Texas.”

“I’ll prepare a nice kick from Tempest for her, that’s what I’ll do.”

Despite the brutality, her father laughed. His daughter had a strong temper. But she was a softie underneath that tough shell.

“Promise you’ll try? Our life here depends on it. Do you know who made an offer on the ranch?”

“No. Don’t tell me it was Suárez.”

“Exactly. Must be revenge, right?”

Pablo Suárez was a burly Mexican, feared in these parts. He had a reputation for being tough and hated Mr. Alejandro Santiago with a passion after discovering the affair he’d had with his wife. That had made Mrs. Santiago take her daughter, her suitcase, and disappear from Texas. The two men had fought several times already. But Mr. Ferrari feared the revenge wasn’t yet complete.

“Shit! Nothing but bad news!”

“Watch your mouth, dear. Be kind to Miss Santiago. Show her the scenery, the beauty of this place.”

“I am kindness personified.”

“I’m sure you are, honey.”

“I’ll take care of the horses. I have to pick her up in the city because she doesn’t know how to take a taxi.”

“Remember, kindness begets kindness.”

She stuck out her tongue before stomping out. Now she had to be a babysitter and tour guide for the Disney Princess. She entered the stables where she took refuge. There, she felt whole. Beside the pure-blooded Arabian lineage horses that Mr. Alejandro had loved so much. She’d spent her entire childhood in those stables. It was he who planted the love for animals in her heart. She felt he loved her like a daughter; after the divorce, he hardly ever saw his real daughter.

He taught her everything about them, from the ideal feed to the humane way of breaking them. And that’s what she’d been doing since she was fifteen. She went to the University of Houston, graduated in animal genetics, and came back to take on the responsibility of breeding and selling thoroughbreds. She was a horse trainer.

As incredible as it seemed, that was currently the ranch’s biggest source of income, since the winery was going through serious lows.

“Hey, Tempest. You have a mission today!”

She ran her hand over the shiny black mane of her equine companion. The only male she trusted.

“You’re going to make a Princess run from here. What do you think?” The horse whinnied, and she laughed. “I know you like a bit of trouble. Why do you think I gave you that name?”

She laughed even louder. Maybe, when all was said and done, this might even be fun.
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The Boss

San Antonio Airport

Texas

MILA WAITED FOR HER suitcase with growing impatience. As if the flight delay wasn’t enough, her bag had been abducted. Of course it had. She’d been waiting for over half an hour, and the person giving her a ride to the ranch was probably at least a little worried by now.

She rummaged in the carry-on bag in her hand for a tissue. She’d forgotten how hot Texas was, worse than Miami. She smoothed down her floral dress, now hopelessly wrinkled from the long hours in the air.

Finally, her gold suitcase appeared on the carousel. She put her sunglasses back on and left the terminal. She didn’t know who was picking her up. She just prayed it wouldn’t be Austin’s face. What a drag! They’d dated in high school and the guy was simply obsessed. She knew he and his father were still at the ranch.

She intended to sign the sale papers as soon as possible and vanish from that place forever. She had no good memories of it. Stepping outside, her eyes scanned for a familiar face or a... sign.

“Okay. I see my name over there. I wonder who...”

Laura had arrived half an hour early. Now she regretted it. She hated waiting.

“Where is this damn Princess? Ugh. Why do they have to be late for everything?”

Thinking she’d never spot the woman in all that crowd, she grabbed a sheet of paper from the information desk and wrote her name on it. She couldn’t remember what she looked like anymore, and besides, thirteen years had passed... she must have changed a lot. She wouldn’t be the scrawny girl with braids Laura had in her mind.

Mila rode the escalators down and crossed the packed terminal, her heels clicking, but she’d seen someone in a black hat holding a sign with her name. She tapped the person on the back. She couldn’t hide her surprise.

“Laura??”

Laura turned around too quickly; that alone would justify the dizziness she felt the moment her eyes were captured by a stunning smile on carefully painted, full red lips. Almond-shaped brown eyes, framed by enormous lashes, seemed to smile too, in a captivating way. Was it her?

“Of course it was. She said your name. Wake up, Laura!”

“Laura Ferrari?”

“That’s me. Miss Santiago??”

“I don’t believe it! You still live at the ranch?”

“Yes... come on, I’m starving. You’re late.”

“Huh?? Hold on...”

But she had already turned her back, leaving Mila looking foolish, expecting a decent greeting.

“How rude!”

Mila went after her, dragging her suitcase and praying she wouldn’t trip. She found the beauty leaning against a red pickup truck with her arms crossed. The closer she got, the more intimidating and beautiful she found her, of course.

Laura had never been the least bit awkward or gawky like every other twelve-year-old. On the contrary, she seemed to have been conceived by the goddess Aphrodite herself. She was aware of it and treated everyone like her subjects. Apparently, she hadn’t changed one bit. She adjusted her hat and opened the pickup’s door without a word.

“Thank you, dear.” Mila left the suitcase near her.

“Aren’t you taking the suitcase?”

“Of course I’m taking the suitcase.”

Mila went back to pull it out. Did she really think the brunette with green eyes was going to help her? She tried to shove the suitcase into the back seat, but it was impossible. While she struggled, Laura laughed. Okay. She wanted to make things difficult.

“Could you please open the truck bed so I can put my suitcase there? If it’s not too much to ask.”

“Okay.”

Laura walked around the truck. Damn! She hadn’t expected that. She had to hurry away from the terminal entrance so the shock she’d just received wouldn’t be so obvious. She knew Mila wouldn’t be the same as years ago, she just hadn’t expected her to be so beautiful, so fragrant, and that smile? She needed to remember who she was, and what she was doing there.

This was her Boss, selling the ranch where she lived and worked, along with her entire family. She opened the tailgate and grabbed the princess’s giant suitcase.

“What’s in this thing? Bricks?”

“Just the essentials.”

“Essentials for moving countries.”

Laura kept her eyes on the road, or at least she tried. But those thighs on display were automatically drawing her gaze. She turned on the radio. That way she could get her thoughts in order. Mila seemed to get the message, because she leaned her head against the window.

“It’s a little over 40 minutes to the ranch?” she asked without looking at her.

“Exactly 25 minutes. Laura Antonea at the wheel.”

“Thank you.”

She fell silent again, rolling her eyes, thinking the brunette was too full of herself.

Mila felt a certain sadness as they approached the lands that had belonged to her father. Knowing she wouldn’t see him again, that they wouldn’t argue over the phone every single time, was a very strange feeling.

They hadn’t been close, but that didn’t mean she didn’t love him. He had always done everything for her. She was grateful for all he had provided. She saw the immense vineyards. Everything so beautiful and perfect. The blue and white mansion hadn’t changed a bit.

A few people were waiting in front of it, drawn by the dust cloud from the road. As soon as the truck stopped, she saw the irritating cowgirl grab her suitcase and toss it on the ground without the slightest care.

“Thank you, Laura. So kind.”

She started walking barefoot until she felt her feet burning on the gravel path. She ran to step on the grass. A very handsome, tall, blond young man approached.

“Welcome, Miss Santiago.”

“Jack?”

“That’s right. You remember me?”

“Yes. You grew up a little...”

“That’s good, isn’t it? I’ll take your suitcase.”

“Thank you, a true gentleman.”

She looked back and saw Laura roll her eyes. She’d make a point of staying away from her. It was clear she had zero desire to be cordial. Unlike the rest of the Ferrari family, who welcomed her with open arms.

“Jack, take Miss Santiago’s suitcase to her room. Everything is already prepared for your comfort, miss.”

“Mrs. Ferrari! Good to see you again.”

She extended her hand to the kind, beautiful lady who seemed not to have changed at all over the years. She had been a very good friend to her mother during a very turbulent time for her family. The lady insisted on pulling her into a warm hug.

“Clara, please. I’m not that old yet.”

“Not at all. You look even more youthful.”

“You’re too kind. Come, dear, let’s get out of the sun.”

Mila looked back for the brunette, but she had already disappeared. Inside the mansion, she was flooded with memories of her childhood. Everything seemed the same, as if she had left just yesterday. A framed photo of her father mounted on a beautiful black horse stole her attention. Even more so because a beautiful young woman with green eyes was holding the reins.

“We were so sorry about the boss’s passing, Miss Santiago.”

“Yes. Thank you, Mrs. Ferrari, or rather, Clara. I miss him too. I’m sorry I didn’t have more contact with him.”

“He was a wonderful person. He talked about you all the time. You were his pride.”

“I wish things had been different.”

“We all would. Now come, I’ve prepared a room, you can take a shower and change while I set the table. It looks like you had some trouble with your shoes and your dress.”

“That’s true. It was an... accident. A shower is a great idea.”

As soon as Mrs. Ferrari closed the door, she threw herself on the bed and cried. It felt good to finally let it out. She hadn’t managed to do it until now. But here, her father’s presence was palpable in every detail, and it stirred her emotions.

She took a quick shower, put on shorts and a white tank top—it was very hot—and decided to look for the kitchen; she really was hungry.

“Amen, Lord! Can we eat now, Mom?”

Upon reaching the kitchen, she saw the solid oak table was laden. Apparently, they had been waiting for her. That explained why the cowgirl hadn’t hidden her irritation.

“Laura Antonella Ferrari, go find the manners I taught you. Don’t mind her, Miss Santiago. I just served. Sit down.”

She sat down, feeling very awkward.

“A toast to Miss Santiago!”

Mr. Ferrari said excitedly, making her blush violently. She wasn’t used to family life. She didn’t even remember what a lunch with more than three people was like.

She usually ate alone. Since going to college, she hadn’t lived with her mother, who had remarried and lived in Florida. She had a half-sister now, but they weren’t close. Her only company was her friend Abigail Navarro, with whom she shared an apartment in Miami.

“Thank you, everyone. Sorry for the delay, but I needed a shower. I’d forgotten how hot it is here.”

Everyone began serving themselves after the toast.

“Miss Santiago, I present our finest Bluebonnet wine. I hope you enjoy it.”

Mila caught the sweet aroma of the wine. It would be rude not to try it, but how could she explain she was extremely weak with alcohol without being impolite?

“Thank you, Mr. Ferrari.” She tried it at once, as all eyes were on her, including the cowgirl’s. “Magnificent!”

Everyone smiled, except the brunette, and the food began to disappear from the plates.

“Miss Santiago, this is my son Jackson and his wife Ellie, my grandson Kenny, Laura—I believe you’ve already talked quite a bit—I think you remember Allyson, who is our accountant, and her fiancé Troy, our sales representative, Louis and Harry who work at the winery with me.”

Mr. Ferrari made a point of introducing them one by one. Mila greeted everyone with a nod.

“Soon you’ll meet all the workers at Bluebonnet.”

“Thank you, Mr. Ferrari. Very happy to see you all again.”

“Let the girl eat now, everyone. Would you like me to serve you, Miss Santiago?”

“No. Not at all. Thank you, Mrs. Ferrari. I’ll help myself. It smells wonderful.”

Mila felt every eye on her. Why was everyone looking at her like she was a stranger? Apart from Louis and Harry, she knew everyone at that table. Allyson was a short, friendly-eyed blonde, and she remembered her very well.

Her parents worked for her father, and she was always at the ranch parties. They weren’t exactly friends, but they knew each other. Allyson pulled her chair closer to Mila. Mila served herself rice with vegetables, some white beans, roasted potatoes, and lots of salad.

“Hi, Mila. Good to see you.”

“Hello, Allyson. Happy to hear you’re still with us.”

“You’re not going to eat the marvelous meats Mrs. Ferrari prepared? They’re the best in all of Texas. You’ve never tasted seasoning like hers.” The blonde whispered in her ear.

“I don’t eat red meat.”

She replied in the same tone, almost like a confession. She didn’t want to be impolite on the first day. But she’d forgotten that Allyson was a bit airheaded.

“What? You don’t eat meat?”

She felt the eyes return to her. Everyone stopped chewing. Great. The alien was among them.

“What?? You don’t eat meat, Miss Santiago?”

Was it her imagination, or was the cowgirl laughing in her face?

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Ferrari, I do eat meat, I just don’t eat red meat. I prefer white meats... but please, don’t worry. Everything is perfect.”

“The only white meat here today is mine. Will that do?”

“Laura Antonella!”

Mrs. Ferrari hit her on the head with a dish towel. Allyson laughed so hard a bit of rice flew out. Jack gave his sister a light slap, and Mila was lost between the laughter and Mrs. Ferrari’s shouts for everyone to behave. She met the brunette’s gaze and knew her own face was red; she could feel the temperature in her ears rising. She noted the amused look in Laura’s eyes.

“I prefer prime cuts. Thank you!”

BANG!

One by one. She celebrated internally, watching Laura lower her head after another slap from her brother and the laughter that followed.

If she wanted a war, a war she would get.
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The Horse Trainer

Bluebonnet Ranch

LAURA MADE SURE TO leave right after finishing her lunch. She hurried to her refuge in the stables. There, in the stalls with her best equine friend, she could let her guard down and think more clearly about what was going on in her head. She grabbed a brush and stroked Tempest’s muzzle as she groomed him.

“I’ll introduce you to the Princess. Oh! You’re gonna hate her. All delicate... ‘please, thank you, how kind’... Ugh! Everything Dona Clara loves. She doesn’t even eat meat! Can you trust a person who doesn’t eat meat? No, right, Tempest?”

“Talking to yourself, Laura?”

“Hey, short stuff. Not to myself, to my best friend.”

“So? What’d you think of the Boss?”

“Boss? Gross. More like a Disney Princess.”

“Really? I thought she seemed nice.”

“Ally, you’d think Hitler was nice.”

“God forgive you for that blasphemy.”

“See? Only you.”

“You also seem to have it out for the girl. What was that idea, talking about her white meat...”

“It was a joke. She doesn’t even know how to take a joke.”

“You didn’t think she was pretty? She doesn’t look anything like the girl with braids I remember.”

“I thought she was stuck-up, arrogant, and prissy.”

Ally rolled her eyes, putting her hands on her hips in that way of hers that was meant to intimidate. Laura laughed because at 5 feet tall, it was hard for her to intimidate anyone.

“You really live up to your ‘heartless’ nickname. She didn’t seem like any of that to me.”

“I’ve told you, you don’t see the bad in anyone, My Little Pony.” Laura opened the stall gate to take Tempest out for his daily exercises.

“Instead of coming up with stupid nicknames, why don’t you try to make the girl like the ranch? Maybe she’ll change her mind.”

“You too? I’m not gonna be anyone’s babysitter. In fact, I hope she’s hating it. And that she gets the hell out of here.”

Laura turned to stare her childhood friend in the eyes. Suddenly, they heard loud music. They were startled, as was Tempest, who reared up on his hind legs, knocking Ally to the ground. Laura dropped the reins and threw herself over her friend, rolling them both to the side to keep her from being trampled.

She heard two screams—one was Ally’s—and Tempest bolted out of the stables.

“Ally? You okay?”

“I’ll be better once you get off me. I can’t breathe.”

“Sounds like you’re just fine.” She helped her up, and they both looked toward the stable door.

“A thousand apologies. My phone rang and... I’m so sorry. Are you okay, Ally?”

Laura stomped toward her, snorting like a rodeo bull.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing? You almost killed us!”

“Laura, calm down. Don’t exaggerate.”

Allyson ran on her short legs to catch up to the furious trainer.

“I’m so sorry. I was looking for Ally and I came in...”

“First rule: never make noise in the stalls. The horses here are wild.”

“Seems like they’re not the only ones. I already apologized, and she’s fine.”

Laura rubbed her hands over her face, exasperated. She couldn’t believe she’d said that.

“And the horse, you idiot?”

“I’m sure he’s fine.”

“Loose! Ahhhhh!!!!!”

“Don’t worry, Miss Santiago. She’s just kidding. She’ll find him in no time. She treats that horse better than she treats people.”

“I noticed, Ally. No argument there.”

“I’m not kidding about anything.”

Laura saddled a sorrel and led it out, pulling on the reins. She grabbed Mila by the hand and pulled her out of the stables.

“You’re coming with me, Princess.”

“Me?”

“You’re the one who spooked Tempest, and now you’re gonna help catch him. You think he got that name because he likes to chat?”

“Laura, you can’t do this!”

Allyson ran after the two of them. Laura stopped and told Mila to get on the horse.

“You must be insane! I’ve never been on one of these beasts, and today is not the day I start.”

“Oh, come on. You can get on willingly, or I’ll drag you by the rope. Get on the fence and get on the horse, now!”

Mila crossed her arms and glared at the petulant cowgirl. Who did she think she was? Okay, the horse had run off, but it couldn’t be that hard to find him on those flat lands. Right? And she’d already apologized.

“The woman who can order me around hasn’t been born yet. I think you owe me an apology for... ahhhh”

“Laura!”

Allyson screamed in desperation as she watched Laura pick up the Boss as if she were a sack of horse feed and throw her over her shoulder.

“Put me down, you lunatic!”

Laura was going to teach that little upturned-nose Princess her first lesson. Actually, two: don’t mess with Laura Antonella, and don’t wear short denim shorts for a ride. She climbed onto the fence with one hand and dumped her onto the saddle.

“Now sit there. Stubborn.”

“For God’s sake, Laura, let Miss Santiago go! Have you forgotten she’s the Boss?”

Allyson was horrified by the scene. Mila was draped over the horse, butt in the air.

“Ally, you better pray I find Tempest. Or she’s done for.”

Laura settled into the saddle, and Mila clung to her, screaming in terror as the cowgirl urged the sorrel into a gallop, kicking up dust behind them.

“Lauraaaaaa!” Allyson put her hands on her head in despair.

Mila managed to sit up, clinging to the trainer as if she were a life raft in a stormy sea. She hid her face against Laura’s back, her hands gripping her shoulders, arms wrapped around the strong, toned muscles.

Hmm... she smells good. Don’t think about the smell, Mila, focus on the kidnapping.

“You maniac. You’re going to kill me!”

“Not yet.”

And she laughed, a warm, rich laugh. What was that feeling? The wind tousled both their hair. Laura held onto her hat, now and then. Gradually, the jolting transformed into a rhythmic, almost sensual dance. Her perfume clouded Mila’s thoughts. She stopped screaming. Closed her eyes. Thank God the petulant cowgirl couldn’t see her face, because a timid smile bloomed there, almost against her will.

Laura felt the princess’s arms wrapped firmly around her; the sensation was wonderful. She could feel her breasts pressed against her back, and suddenly an electric current shot down her entire spine. She slowed the sorrel. They were already far from the main house, ahead lay green pasture and a few horses resting at the foot of a hill. To the right, the young vines were showing their first clusters, and the fields stretched as far as the eye could see.

“Do you see anything?”

Laura asked, turning her head slightly and finding Mila’s face very close to her own. The sight unsettled her for a moment.

“What? Huh?”

“The horse, Miss Santiago. Do you see him anywhere?”

“Oh, right, the horse. No, I don’t see anything. Actually, I’m nearsighted, so I wouldn’t see anything from far away anyway.”

“Just great!”

Laura made a clicking sound with her mouth, and the horse broke into a gallop again.

“What are you doing?”

“I think I know where he might have gone. Better hold on, miss.”

What she really wanted was for the princess to hold onto her again. Which she did, after letting out a scream. They crossed the first hill where the path grew steeper. After a while, Laura stopped the horse near a partially dense grove of trees.

“There’s a creek back here. He must have come looking for water and shade.”

Laura was right. As they approached the bank, they heard the menacing whinny of a thoroughbred. She dismounted and walked toward the sound.

“Stay here. And don’t make a sound this time.”

“No, please. Don’t leave me here alone! I don’t know what to do.”

“Don’t do anything! Don’t even breathe.”

Laura moved slowly toward the animal, making soft noises with her lips as she prepared the lasso in her hands. The moment she managed to secure the horse, she heard a thud. She looked back just in time to see the Boss sprawled on the ground.

“What the hell are you doing? I told you to stay put!”

She walked quickly toward her, even growing concerned when she heard her voice catch, near tears.

“I didn’t get down, I fell. Can’t you see I could have broken my neck out here?”

“If you’d broken it, you wouldn’t be talking.”

“What is your problem with me? I could have died!”

Laura’s eyes widened when she saw exactly where Mila had fallen. Her white t-shirt was swarming with giant ants, whose sting packed a significant punch in the pain department. Without a word, Laura tied both horses to a tree, ran back, and pulled Mila up by the hand.

“Hey, let me go, you crazy woman! I want to leave. There are probably snakes out here... and other creatures. Help!!!!!”

Without a word, Laura picked her up with extreme ease and threw her into the creek all at once.

She knew it wasn’t very deep. But she hoped the girl knew how to swim.

Do princesses swim? Shit...
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CHAPTER 3
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The Stench

LAURA STRIPPED OFF her own clothes in record time, down to just her bra and panties, and jumped hurriedly into the creek just in time to grab the “Princess” by the waist. The woman was cursing and thrashing in the water, coughing uncontrollably.

“You are definitely a murderer. I’m going to sue you. You’re going to pay for everything you’re putting me through today, Miss Ferrari!”

“Are you okay? You’re not feeling anything... unusual?”

“Am I okay? Get your murderous hands off me!”

Laura let her go, laughing, as she nearly drowned again.

“You sure?”

“How kind of you to ask. Yes, I am feeling something: rage, hatred, and cold, you bitch. Why did you do that? Have you lost your mind?”

Mila lunged at her, pushing her head under, trying to drown her. Laura surfaced easily and, still laughing, moved closer again, already seeing angry red welts rising on the skin of her arms.

“You’re really not feeling anything?”

“Get away from me, you... savage!”

Mila felt a burning sensation. It was like fire under her skin. Despite the cold water. What the hell was that crazy cowgirl making her feel? But then she suddenly looked at her arms, which were beginning to swell.

“Oh, no!”

“That’s what I was talking about.”

“What is this? What did you do to me?”

“Me?? You lunatic. You’re the one who fell into a nest of red ants. The most dangerous kind in all of Texas.”

“No, no! This has to be a joke. I’m going to die and it’s your fault.”

Laura moved closer to her again.

“Let me see.”

“Get away. Away from me.”

Laura started swimming for the bank. If she was allergic, things were about to get very bad. She climbed out of the creek and began searching for a plant called melaleuca; it was easy to spot by its small, white flowers. That plant was medicinal. It would quickly soothe the sting. As soon as she found it, she tore off several leaves.

Mila tried to focus on the itching. Laura was practically naked. She saw when she climbed out of the water and, yes, of course it had to be white bra and panties. Great.

Those ant bites must have been incredibly potent—how else could she explain the heat she felt upon seeing her emerge from the creek with such ease? She squinted one eye but paid close attention to the firm, well-shaped legs, the thick thighs, and the ass... my God, what kind of ass was that?

She looked like the goddess Tethys, the sea nymph. Why was she looking at another woman’s ass? She must have hit her head in the fall, too.

“Hello? Earth? Have you seen my heterosexuality?”

She turned her face away when Laura came back; if the back view was all that, she couldn’t imagine the front.

“I found the remedy.”

She returned to the water and sat on a large rock. She motioned for Mila to come closer.

Heavens! How was she supposed to face her? Laura tossed her hair to the side and smiled, amused.

“Weeds?”

“Melaleuca. You’ll feel instant relief.”

“How do I know you’re not just trying to finish me off?”

“You have my word.”

“Wow! I feel so much better!” She made a show of trying to walk right past her, but was grabbed.

“Give me that arm; I don’t have all day, Princess.”

“Ow... easy, you brute.”

Laura began rubbing the leaves firmly over the red, swollen bites.

“That hurts!”

“Stop being such a baby. Would you prefer an allergic reaction?”

“I’d prefer to still have arms when I leave here.”

Laura did the same on her neck and other arm.

“Get out of the water and see if there are any on other parts.”

She was about to tell her to go jump in a lake, but decided to obey. She was afraid of the reactions her body was having just being near her. She stepped out of the water, feeling a freezing cold worse than inside the creek.

“Does it hurt a lot?”

“No. It’s fading.” Mila turned around.

“For God’s sake, you petulant outlaw, don’t you dare... to...”

“What do you think you’re doing?”

She felt the cowgirl’s hands lifting her t-shirt??? Seriously?

“I need to see if there are more bites.”

“No... there aren’t!”

She backed away like lightning. She started looking for the sandals she must have lost. She just couldn’t stay there looking at the water nymph.

“Since you’re healed, come on, I’ll show you something.”

“The only thing I want to see is my bed and my shower.”

Laura had to admit the last few episodes had been very entertaining. Although she’d admit she wanted to kill her when she let Tempest get away, she hadn’t planned such a sweet revenge as her falling into the anthill, and she got to analyze her up close, concluding she was actually quite pretty. Annoying, but pretty. Irritating, but seductive.

She saw her looking for her sandals, then hide behind a tree, take off her t-shirt, wring it out, and put it back on. Luckily for her, it was white. She fixed her hair into a high ponytail. She decided to get out of the water and head back to Bluebonnet Ranch soon. The sight of the princess in a transparent blouse was messing with her body’s reactions.

As she was leaving, she noticed her gaze on her. She put on a show, tossing her wet hair back with force and sensuality. It worked because she saw her cover her face.

“Like what you see?”

“Huh??”

She knew she was faking. She laughed easily and started getting dressed.

“I asked if you liked the view.”

“Not at all. I think you’re crazy.”

They rode back to the ranch, each on a horse, Laura leading the sorrel by a rope. Mila stayed quiet this time, and Laura didn’t pull any more stunts.

The bite marks were huge and red against her tanned skin. She even felt a little sorry for the princess.

When they arrived at the main house, her mother, Jack, her father, Ally, and the fiancé, Troy, all rushed to meet them at the stable door. Ally stepped forward first.

“Thank God. Are you alright?”

“I’ve been better, Ally.”

Jack helped her dismount, and Laura led both horses into their stalls.

“My God, Miss Santiago. You’re all red. Don’t tell me those are red ant bites!”

“Yes, Mrs. Ferrari. They are.”

“Dr. Issartel is in the stable. She always has emergency meds,” Ally said helpfully.

“The veterinarian?”

“Yes. I’ll see if she has anything to help.”

“Good idea, Ally. Come, Miss Santiago. I’ll make a compress with lavender oil, too.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Ferrari. I don’t know how to thank you. Are you sure Laura is really your daughter?”

“I know she can be a bit difficult, but she has a good heart.”

“No. She has no heart.”

She took an almost cold shower because her skin was burning all over. It felt like she’d rubbed chili peppers into a wound. She put on a long floral skirt and a white cropped top with short, loose sleeves. She was combing her hair when Ally knocked at the door.

“Come in.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Better. I still can’t believe she did this to me.”

“She’s a bit impulsive, but she’s good people.”

“A bit? She’s crazy, that’s what she is.”

“Dr. Issartel is in the living room waiting for you.”

“Is she normal? I’m getting traumatized.”

“Yes, stuck-up. But normal.”

Entering the living room, Laura was standing next to Dr. Issartel, who looked like a magazine cover model. Tall, slim, long light brown hair with blonde highlights. Large, expressive eyes in a well-defined, made-up face. Mila avoided looking at the murderous cowgirl but caught her sarcastic little smirk.

“Miss Santiago? Kelly Issartel, nice to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine. Please, call me Mila.”

“Alright... Mila. May I take a look at the bites?”

She extended her arms to the so-called Dr. Barbie.

“You were lucky. There aren’t many. I have an excellent ointment to relieve the burning. If it continues tomorrow, I suggest stopping by the medical clinic for an antihistamine.”

“I’ll be fine. Thank you, Dr. Issartel.”

Mila spent the rest of the afternoon locked in her room. Her first day wasn’t going easy. She remembered her phone; she didn’t know where she’d lost it. She didn’t go down for dinner; she didn’t have the nerve to face the smug brunette with the green eyes.

When Mrs. Ferrari knocked on the door, she said she had a headache and was going to bed early. She took another shower because it was hot and her skin was burning.

She heard a timid knock, thought about ignoring it, but it might be Mrs. Ferrari, who had been so kind. She wrapped herself in the sheet, as she was only in her panties because of the itching and burning. She turned on the small bedside lamp.

“Come in.”

“Hi.”

Mila was startled by the unmistakable voice of the murderous cowgirl. She pulled the sheet tighter.

“Laura?”

Laura shouldn’t have entered, shouldn’t have even knocked on that door. But her mother had forced her to bring a snack to the princess, who had a headache. She brought a painkiller and her phone, which had been in the stable.

“Yeah. Were you sleeping?”

“No. Everything’s fine... I just have a headache, itching, burning, and chafing on my thighs. Yeah, I’m just great.”

It was meant to make her feel guilty, but the rancher’s daughter just smiled and sat on the edge of the bed, placing a tray next to her.

“I brought a snack my mother insisted on, and a painkiller. I found your phone and brought a new ointment.”

“How thoughtful. I bet you were forced to do this, but thank you. Or maybe it’s poisoned.”

She took the phone and swallowed the painkiller. Laura was looking directly into her eyes, and Mila felt a shiver. Her eyes had changed color; instead of dark green, they were light, almost gray. She held her gaze for a moment until the phone rang, breaking her attention.

“Damn! Oh... sorry for the language.”

It was her boyfriend, fiancé, ex, or whatever he was. She hung up immediately.

“Can I see the bites?”

“God! If she spoke in that voice again and asked her to jump out the window, she’d do it.”

“Okay.”

She extended her arms, and Laura touched them lightly. She opened the ointment and began spreading it over her skin.

“Holy crap! Don’t do that...”

Oh, but she did. Her fingers slid softly over her skin, making her feel strange things.

Laura thought she had the softest skin she had ever touched. What was she doing? The Princess was naked in a bed, wrapped in sheets, staring at her with those almond-shaped eyes and biting her full lower lip, almost begging to be touched.

Who was she? What was happening to her? She made an effort to look away. She lifted her hair and looked at her neck; her perfume invaded her nostrils, making her slightly dizzy.

She rubbed the ointment over the bites there. Was it her imagination, or did she feel her shiver at her touch? Again, their eyes met. Green on brown.

The phone rang again. Shattering the spell of the moment.

“Sorry, I really need to take this.”

“It’s fine. I’ll leave the snack; please eat it or my mother will come back up here.”

“Thank you for this.”

“Goodnight.”

Laura left and was closing the door. She should walk away, but she froze with her hand on the doorknob upon hearing her answer the phone with a “Hi, love.”

“Sorry, I lost my phone in the stable and just got it back, Eric. I’m okay, all things considered. I don’t plan to stay longer than necessary. I’m in the middle of nowhere. I can’t wait to come back. It’s hot here, full of bugs, and there are some very rude people. I got bitten by red ants, thrown in a creek, and forced to ride a horse. It hasn’t been a very good day...”

Laura closed the door, feeling a strange tightness in her chest. So she had a boyfriend? Why did that matter, since she didn’t like her one bit? What did she expect from a Princess? And why was she angry about it?

Good thing Issartel hadn’t left yet. She was going to need to relieve all that tension.
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CHAPTER 4
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Payback

MILA HUNG UP THE PHONE quickly, lying that her battery was dying. She’d been dodging the serious commitment Eric Milles had proposed for a while now. She’d met him at a college party and they’d hooked up a few times.

He was even kind of cute and treated her well. But she couldn’t feel the butterflies in her stomach everyone talked about. She’d already broken up with him three times in their little-over-a-year relationship. And the last time, she’d asked him to give her space to sort out her feelings for him.

But he didn’t know what space was. He called every day, showed up at the door of the company where she worked.

She’d have to spell it out for him, draw him a picture: she wasn’t in love. She wasn’t even sure she ever had been.

She looked at her skin, covered in ointment, and remembered the strong hands gently squeezing her flesh. How was that possible? Even that petulant cowgirl had been kind enough to bring her a snack and all. But she couldn’t let her guard down, especially because she was starting to feel some strange things about her.

She decided to try and get some sleep. She’d never experienced so much craziness in her life as in those twenty-four hours.

[...]

Laura went back to the kitchen and everyone wanted news about the Princess. She said she was fine and that was that. Her mother made her apologize. Of course she didn’t. The Princess had fallen into the anthill all by herself. If Laura hadn’t thrown her in the water to get rid of the ants, she’d be in the hospital right now.

But damn it! She wasn’t a pushover either. The Princess had looked beautiful in the lamplight’s gloom, wrapped in the sheets, hair loose, smelling of a recent shower and perfume... She had instincts!

She asked Kelly to wait, and when everyone went to sleep, she pulled her into her room. Kelly wasn’t fussy; in fact, she took great pleasure in helping her destress. She closed the door at the same time she yanked off Kelly’s clinging t-shirt.

“Hey? What’s the rush?”

“No, don’t say anything, Kelly.”

“Ooh... I love you like this, all wild.”

Laura shut her up with a kiss while lifting her into her arms, pressing her against the wall. She urgently needed to satisfy the sensations that Disney Princess was provoking in her.

[...]

Mila Ayla Santiago woke up at three in the morning with a dry throat. An unbearable heat, and on top of it all, the mosquitoes loved her fresh city blood. Damn it! What else was going to happen to her in this place? She put on her pajamas before she was devoured.

She decided to go to the kitchen for a glass of water. She left the room trying not to make a sound. She didn’t need to turn on any lights; the light of the full moon illuminated the whole path. She opened the fridge, wishing she could sleep inside it. Had her father never wanted an air conditioner in all those years? For God’s sake!

She drank some water and took a medium-sized bottle from the fridge back to her room. Imagine her surprise when she saw a white-clad figure emerging from one of the rooms, boots in hand, hair all disheveled. She almost screamed in fright.

“Dr. Issartel?”

“Miss Santiago?? Good evening, darling.”

“Good morning.”

“Good evening, because I haven’t slept yet. Bye bye.”

Mila watched her leave and circle around the stables, from where she emerged in a white pickup truck. She went back to her room. Whose room had the doctor been in? Whose? Of course it was hers! She could barely get back to sleep, imagining the two of them going at it in the room right across from hers.

“So hot in this room! Damn it!”

In the morning she heard noises and looked at the clock. Five a.m. She was never getting up at that hour. My God! Roosters crowing? She grabbed the pillow and covered her head.

A little later, she got up, took another shower—it was so hot. She dressed quickly in a loose floral dress and flat sandals. She realized her clothes weren’t very suitable for this place; she had few options. She tied up her hair and went down to the kitchen; she was hungry. She hoped she wouldn’t run into the cowgirl.

“Good morning, Miss Santiago. I hope I wasn’t too noisy.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Ferrari. Not at all.”

“And how are the bites? Sit down, I’ll get you some fresh coffee.”

“Thank you. Much better, actually.”

“That’s good. I was worried; I didn’t even want dinner.”

“I was just a little tired. That’s all, but I’m starving now.”

The table was laden with breads, cakes, jams, cheeses of all kinds, milk, cookies.

“Look at that, all fresh for you. You can eat; everyone’s already had coffee.”

“Mrs. Ferrari, I need to go into town before the meeting with Mr. Marlon and company. I don’t think I brought suitable clothes; I didn’t remember it was so hot here, and yesterday I got completely sunburned riding.”

“That’s fine. I can ask Laura to take you to town.”

“No!!! Not Laura!”

Mrs. Ferrari looked at her suspiciously as she poured the steaming drink.

“It’s nothing, Mrs. Ferrari, I don’t want to disrupt her routine.”

“Alright. She’s already at the stables working. I’ll ask Jack to take you.”

“Do you think I could borrow Allyson from the winery for a bit?”

“Of course, you’re the Boss. It’ll be a service provided. But she doesn’t drive.”

“Right. But I’m not the Boss; I feel like I don’t even know this place properly.”

“You should get to know it better before closing a sale, Miss Santiago. I don’t mean to be nosy, but don’t just trust the numbers. This place has much more to offer than balance sheets.”

“I am curious to see the winery and the horse area too.”

“Great. When you get back from town, if it’s not too late, I’ll ask my husband to show you everything properly. Or tomorrow, more leisurely.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Ferrari.”

“Stop calling me ‘Mrs.’; you’re making me feel like old Rose from Titanic. Now eat. Everything on the table was made here on the farm. I hope you like it.”

“Everything’s perfect. Thank you.”

Later, a black pickup truck parked in front of the main house. Ally was already excited to go shopping. When they descended the front steps, Mila couldn’t help but feel disappointed. It wasn’t Jack.

“Look who’s back! How are you, Milinha?”

“Austin? What are you doing here?”

“Love, did you forget I live here? I came to take you to town.”

“I’m not your love, and call me Mila. Where’s Jack?”

Just what she needed. Having to put up with that annoying guy.

“Let’s just say he had some... setbacks. Come on, kitten, I’ll show you what my baby can do on the road.”

Mila rolled her eyes.

“Now what? I can’t stand that jerk, Allyson.”

“Me neither. But we can always ditch him there and get a taxi.”

“Thanks for doing this with me. You’ve been a good friend.”

“Don’t mention it. I’m loving it. I love shopping. Laura doesn’t like it much.”

“It’s hard for her to like anything that doesn’t have four legs.”

They got in the pickup, which sped off, kicking up dust. At the stable door, the brunette saw the Princess get into the prince’s carriage. More like a frog, actually. Yeah, the princess and the frog. Where was she going with that idiot? She entered the main house, her boots stomping, marking the floor with dust.

“Girl, don’t break the floorboards.”

“Mom, where did the Princess go?”

“You have a strange way of treating Princesses.”

“The Boss. Where did she go with that imbecile?”

“They went to town. It seems Miss Santiago needed some clothes.”

“More? She brought a truckload of clothes.”

“Look, I don’t know what you did to her yesterday—I know you pulled something, it’s obvious. But she’d rather go with Austin than with you... she must be traumatized.”

“I already said I didn’t do anything. In fact, I saved her.”

“Just try to be a little nicer. Is that too much to ask, daughter? She said she wants to see the whole farm before closing the sale. I’m very hopeful she’ll end up liking this place. Even though you’re trying your hardest to make the opposite happen.”

Laura grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and drank straight from it.

“I’m not doing anything.”

“I already told you not to drink from the bottle. If you’re not doing anything, do something good to help us. Promise?”

“I’ll try to be nice.”

“Great.”

[...]

Mila loved Ally’s company; she was really fun. San Antonio was still packed as always. They visited the shops on the River Walk promenade, always so busy.

They ditched Austin at a bar right there and headed to Market Square, the largest Mexican market outside of Mexico. Mila loved the crafts fair; they bought famous Mexican paletas to cool off from the heat.

She decided to get a little gift for Mrs. Ferrari for her hospitality. She ended up choosing a typical white Mexican dress, embroidered all over with the colors of Mexico.

“What do you think, Ally?”

“She’ll love it. She adores dresses.”

“I think I’ll get one for the petulant cowgirl too.”

“A dress?”

“No, she doesn’t seem like the dress type.”

“True, only the people who wear them.”

“Really? I’ll tell you a secret. I saw Miss Issartel leaving her room in the middle of the night.”

“I don’t believe it! Again?”

“What do you mean, again?”

“Oh boy... those two have an old thing going.”

“A thing? What do you mean?”

“Friends with benefits.”

“Hmm... I see. So she’s into women, huh?”

Mila disguised her interest by looking at other items in the store.

“She’s into anything that falls into her net. Or her bed. It’s not always a fish, but she doesn’t turn it down. I’ve advised that hard head of hers. But she’s a bit difficult.”

“A bit? I know...”

“So, what are you getting for her?”

“A new horseshoe, of course.”

They laughed, amused, making their way back to River Walk. They had lunch at a restaurant serving Mexican food and found Austin at the same bar. She hoped the jerk wasn’t drunk.

When they returned, she took a nice shower and chose appropriate clothes to visit the winery.

A slim-fit white and blue dress shirt, tight black chinos, a wide belt, low-cut black boots with a pointed toe and block heel.

She even tied a scarf matching the shirt. She let her hair down, put on hoop earrings, and did her makeup. She was leaving the room but went back to put on perfume.

She looked in the mirror and liked what she saw. She embodied the Boss and left the room. After delivering Mrs. Ferrari’s gift—who loved the dress—she drank a glass of fresh guava juice, grabbed some carrots from the pantry, and headed towards the stables.

This time, she didn’t bring her phone. She entered slowly, rubbing her eyes to adjust to the low light.

Laura was giving Tempest a bath. But he didn’t like it much. Tempest wasn’t fully broken. And he had a strong temper. That’s why she’d given him that name. One moment he was being good, but just one wrong touch, one strange noise, and he’d turn into the biggest brat.

“Hold still there... what’s the matter. Didn’t I tell you we do this every week? Complaining won’t help.”

Suddenly, she heard footsteps approaching. She lifted the brim of her hat and couldn’t believe her eyes. Who was that?

The unmistakable perfume arrived first. Laura was crouched down washing Tempest’s hooves, so her vision started from the bottom. Pointed-toe boots, extremely tight black pants. A tight satin shirt tucked into the pants, a scarf matching the shirt, a wide belt.

“Hello, Miss Ferrari.”

“Hello, Miss Santiago.”

She played it cool and continued scrubbing Tempest, who seemed even more annoyed.

“May I approach?”

“I think it’s better not. He’s not at all friendly today.”

“I brought him a present.”

“Oh yeah?”

Mila showed the carrot in her hand and approached the stall even without permission.

“He doesn’t eat carrots. The horse from Woody Woodpecker eats carrots.”

“Since it’s a gift, I doubt he’ll refuse.”

“I already said he doesn’t eat them.”

Ignoring the brunette’s angry face, she extended a hand to the horse’s muzzle and gave him a stroke.

“He bites. I’m warning you.”

“Hello, Tempest. I’m Mila. We weren’t properly introduced.”

Laura rolled her eyes. What did that crazy woman think she was doing? And why didn’t Tempest bite the fool? She was petting him and he accepted it meekly. She moved even closer. She climbed onto the stall gate. Was it her imagination, or was Tempest accepting the Boss’s charm?

“If I were your owner, I’d call you Black Diamond. You’re so handsome. Look what I brought for you... a carrot, not one, several.”

“I already said he doesn’t eat carrots!”

To her surprise and dismay, Tempest accepted the carrot and stamped his hoof on the ground, splashing mud onto a very displeased Laura’s face.

“Damn it!”

The Boss laughed. Laura tried to wipe her shirt, but the result was worse.

“I knew you’d like it.”

Laura could only curse the traitorous horse in her mind. She took advantage of him being quiet and finished washing him. When she stood up, she couldn’t help but notice how beautiful the Boss looked. And she got even angrier for thinking that.

Damn it! This makes it hard.

“Look, for someone who doesn’t like carrots, you’re loving them, huh? I brought a present for you too, Miss Ferrari.”

“For me? Why? Don’t tell me we’re going to be friends.”

“I think you’ll like it. Something you use a lot.”

Mila handed her the little package, carefully wrapped.

“Goodbye, Tempest... I have a meeting now. I’ll come back another time so we can talk more.” She stroked the horse’s mane, and he leaned closer to her. “My Black Diamond, I really have to go.”

She climbed down from the stall gate and Tempest protested with a whinny, rearing up on his hind legs, angry. Laura held the reins and pulled gently. But he got even more agitated. She took a step back to avoid being trampled.

She stepped into the bucket and tripped, landing on her butt in a puddle of mud. As if that weren’t enough, Mila turned back just in time to see her boots—and her hat—getting baptized.

“Any problems there, Miss Ferrari?”

“None, Princess.”

“Good. It’s Mrs. Boss to you.” She stroked the black horse again and gave him another carrot. “Good work, my Black Diamond.”

She turned her back and walked away, laughing victoriously. Laura got up, shaking her boots full of manure.

“Ahhh! Damned Princess!”

She stomped on the hat angrily. She was all dirty, wet, and stinking.

“And you, you traitor! How could you do this to me? You don’t betray your friends! You ingrate.”

She remembered the wrapped package.

“A present, look at that. It’s probably a bomb or something.”

She picked up the package, shaking off the mud. She opened it, her mouth agape in disbelief.

“Whaaat?”

It was a horseshoe engraved with beautiful block letters spelling her name. She burst out laughing. She’d never been challenged by a little city girl before. Someone wanted to test her Tamer’s lasso.

“Let the games begin!”
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CHAPTER 5
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Kiss

MILA LOOKED AT THE room that had been her father’s. She ran her hand over the black leather swivel chair. On the desk were several photos of her family. Her, her father, and her mother.

It was like stepping into a time machine and beginning to relive the sensations of those moments frozen in the picture frame. All around her, the gazes of several men who didn’t bother to hide their contempt.

She felt like prey in a lion’s cage. Maybe they thought she was a silly city girl. Maybe they were right. She’d never had any interest in this ranch. Her life was completely different. She worked for a major English digital advertising firm. She’d never considered coming back to this place. She sat down.

“Alright. I’d like to see the paperwork for the sale of the ranch. But first, I’d also like to see the property and find out if this offer really is the best we can get.”

“Miss Santiago. Our lawyers have already handled that boring, bureaucratic part. You don’t need to worry about it.”

The speaker was Mr. Marlon. As far as she knew, he was the manager of the Winery, her father’s right-hand man and her ex-father-in-law. Thank God that hadn’t lasted long. He opened a folder in front of her.

“It’s all in these reports.”

“And who is our legal representative?”

“I am. I handled these documents personally.”

Mila rolled her eyes. It was Austin, Mr. Marlon’s son. Could she trust the judgment of these men?

“And in your opinion, Austin, was my father making a good deal by selling the ranch to Mr. Suárez for this price?”

“Absolutely. The ranch has potential, as you must have seen. However, your father sank into debt. Right now, we’re producing far less than we’d need to cover the loans he took from the bank, handle expenses, and pay the suppliers.”

“Right. And how much is that debt?”

She looked at the pile of numbers, spreadsheets, and diagrams in front of her and for a moment wished she understood it all better. On herself, she felt the apprehensive stares of the buyer’s representatives, the creditors, and Mr. Marlon himself, who genuinely didn’t like her much.

She looked at the photo of her smiling father in the frame and thought. She could sign those papers and the very next day return to her life in Miami. Where she had a nice apartment in the business district, a good job at one of the top international agencies in digital advertising, and marry her muscular boyfriend—not perfect, but a good catch.

“I need some time.”

“Time?”

“Yes. I need a few days to read all this, see the ranch, and make some notes. After that, I’ll decide if the sale is the best we can do and if Mr. Suárez really has the best offer.”

“But... we’ve already done that, miss. Haven’t you ever heard that time is money? The more time passes, the more the debt grows.”

“I need a safety net for the employees. They can’t all end up jobless with the sale. I need to talk to HR and sort these things out.”

“You have the same flaw as your father. You want to start from scratch?”

“No, Mr. Marlon. I just want one week.”

She felt the heavy air and the displeased looks from everyone.

“Don’t you want to get back to the big city? Just sign and your problems end here. Why are you even considering you could change this situation?”

She picked up the pen. Closed her eyes, and what came to mind were the green eyes of the horse trainer. She could disappear from here and never see her again. Because that’s what she wanted, wasn’t it? She dropped the pen and hid her face in her hands, thoughtful.

“One week won’t change anything. We can let her think, can’t we, Dad?”

“You’ve always been soft, haven’t you, Austin? One week for the bank means more interest. For us, more debt.”

“I think we can wait. As long as she keeps her word.”

Another tall man in a tie, whom she didn’t know, spoke up, gathering some papers.

“Thank you. One week, and we’ll schedule this meeting again.”

Everyone left the room except Austin Marlon, who sat on the desk in front of her with that lame, insincere smile.

“You don’t want to sell the ranch because you realized I’m the best thing that ever happened to you and you’re going to accept my marriage proposal, are you?”

“Are you crazy?? Best thing? I can safely say I didn’t know what I was thinking when I agreed to date you. Thank God that time is over. Now get off my desk.”

“You look so sexy in that ‘Boss Lady’ outfit.”

He tugged a strand of her hair. She slapped his hand away.

“You said it right. Boss. As the Boss, I’m telling you to leave, please.”

“Where did you learn to get so angry?”

“When I stepped in here and ran into you.”

“They say hate and love go hand in hand. You’ll love me again, boss lady. I’m going to win you back.”

“I’ll amputate the hands of love and hate first.”

He left, blowing a kiss in the air. Mila turned her attention back to the papers in front of her. There was only one person who could help her. She picked up the phone on the desk.

“Dr. Navarro.”

“Abigail. It’s me.”

“Hey, Mila? Finally remembered your friends. How’s life in the sticks? Been bitten by a snake yet?”

“What?”

“By the cowboys, of course!”

“You’re crazy. I almost died, if you’re interested.”

“No way? Why am I not surprised?”

“I fell off a horse
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