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PROLOGUE
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Hudson

Grayland, Texas

I DON’T LOSE CONTROL easily. I’m known for my bad temper, my arrogance, my short fuse.

None of those labels are exactly flattering—nor are they inaccurate—but even so, I can’t remember ever coming to blows with anyone.

Now, though, as I watch my cousin Callum, wearing nothing but boxer shorts, and my wife, completely naked, on top of him, I thank God I’m not carrying a gun.

Discovering Evelyn’s infidelity, incredibly, doesn’t surprise me. She’s been unhappy with our marriage from the start. I was so busy with work that when she came along, I assessed her the way I do my financial transactions and decided our union would be satisfactory enough.

She comes from a good family, she’s sophisticated, she’s beautiful. That, combined with sex that was... adequate, checked another box in my life plan. But I never loved her.

So it doesn’t even bother me that she cheated. The problem is who she cheated with.

It’s all about him. My own blood.

The man who grew up beside me and shared my pains and joys. The one I trusted as much as my own three brothers.

Part of me wants to just turn my back and walk away, but there’s no way I’m leaving without them knowing I caught them red-handed.

This isn’t about jealousy. It’s about the gut-punch of betrayal by my best friend.

I clap my hands to get their attention.

Evelyn startles awake, sitting up in bed with guilt written all over her face. Callum takes a moment longer.

“Hudson, I can explain,” she says, just as my cousin asks,

“What the hell is going on here?”

“Fuck both of you. You deserve each other,” I say.

I turn to leave as she calls out one last time.

“Hudson...”

“Don’t ever come near me again,” I cut in, ice dripping from every word. “My lawyers will be in touch about the divorce.”
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Hudson

Dallas, Texas

Two Years Later

“SHE FINALLY SIGNED.”

“How much is this going to cost me?”

“A lot more than we initially thought, but you still got lucky. She doesn’t even suspect your intentions to become governor. I have no doubt that if she knew, the price would have gone up.”

I nod my head, agreeing with my assistant and only friend, Dominika. Of course she’s right. I’ve spent exactly two years trying to get rid of Evelyn, and she wouldn’t back down.

In the meantime, a lot has changed, especially my goals.

I was bored with just being the CEO of an oil company. What more could I want? I’m the richest man in Texas—hence the nickname the media gave me, The Owner of Texas—and one of the top five in the United States.

I needed something that would really stimulate me, so I decided to focus on a grander goal: I want to be the next governor of the state.

As with everything in my life, I created a plan to hit the target. One that doesn’t include a greedy ex-wife harassing my assistant almost every day.

“So it’s finally over? I’m a free man?”

“Yes. Completely. Shall we celebrate?”

Instead of answering, I raise an eyebrow.

She knows me too well to think I waste time on that kind of nonsense. Her suggestion was a kind of joke. Dominika has a strange sense of humor.

“Fine, I’ll drink an entire bottle of French champagne and put it on your tab. A toast to the end of phone calls with your ex screaming in my ear.”

“Do it,” I authorize, though I don’t believe her. Dominika has never had a drink in front of me.

Either way, she really deserves it for being my shield against Evelyn for almost the entire time we were separated until the divorce was signed today.

After I caught her in my cousin’s bed, I never stayed in the same room with her again without a lawyer present. At first, my now ex-wife tried everything to get a reconciliation, but when she realized there was no going back, she dedicated herself to what really interested her: squeezing as much money as possible out of the end of our marriage.

“He called again,” Dominika informs me, and I know who she’s talking about. Callum. “He didn’t ask for you. It was about the property up north. Your cousin wants to know if you’ll accept the offer and sell him your share.”

“Why would I sell? I don’t need more money than I already have.”

She sighs, and I know I’ve annoyed her. That’s what happens when you’re friends with someone for too long. You learn to decipher even their sighs.

“Don’t be irrational. You two need to come to an agreement. Sell your land or buy his, but if you want my advice, sell. You don’t need it.”

“I don’t like parting with my assets.”

“You’re being stubborn. There’s no sense in extending your personal fight into a business dispute. He’s not just any competitor, he’s your blood. In your place, I don’t know if I’d forgive him either, but this war between you is causing pain for your grandmother and your brothers, too. I’m sure they miss you.”

She knows she’s hit a raw nerve.

Until the incident with Evelyn, I never spent a weekend without visiting them. The town they live in, Grayland, has belonged to my family for generations. Both my brothers and I, and Callum, have huge rural properties there and in the surrounding area. Despite my always-hectic life, I liked the feeling of coming home on weekends. No matter how expensive my clothes are, I’ll always be a cowboy.

These days, I hardly set foot on my own land anymore. I speak to my brothers sporadically. With Grandma, there’s daily contact by phone or text, but it’s not the same.

My grandmother raised my cousin alongside all of us, since his parents were also in the boating accident that killed mine. Overnight, Grandma, already a widow, found herself alone with five boys. Me, my three brothers, and my cousin. About five years ago, she even brought Rebecca to live with us, the little girl who was found wandering abandoned in our town.

Even though I’m not particularly affectionate, it did me good to see the family often.

Now, those trips are limited to Thanksgiving and Christmas dinner, and even then, I keep as far away as possible from the traitorous bastard.

“If there’s one thing all the members of the Gray clan have in common, it’s pride,” Dominika continues, sounding more impatient.

“It’s not just a matter of pride. He was a brother to me.”

“I know, but that witch ended up splitting the family, don’t you see that?”

My assistant doesn’t know the details of what I witnessed that day at Callum’s ranch, but she knows enough about Evelyn’s and my cousin’s betrayal.

I know she’s right when she says there have been losses on all sides. We were very close. Even though my relationship with my brothers was far from a calm cove, we kept close to each other, for better or worse.

Since my separation from Evelyn, Dallas, which had always just been a place where I worked during the week, ended up becoming my permanent home.

My relatives chose to condemn Evelyn and believe Callum’s word that nothing ever happened between them, but I know what I saw.

“Is everything ready for my trip to Chicago?” I ask, and she presses her lips together, knowing I’m shutting down any further attempt to talk about my cousin.

“Yes. I’ve already emailed you the full meeting schedule. These meetings will be crucial for solidifying the final alliances for the campaign. With Evelyn out of the way, your path to the top will be clean and straight.”

“With or without Evelyn, I have nothing to hide.”

“We’ll see, boss. Either way, I’ll have to turn your past inside out over the next few months.”

“I don’t like that.”

“Which do you prefer: me or the Democrats?”

“For God’s sake, Dominika! The way you talk, you’d think I was part of a drug cartel as a teenager. My life might not be an open book because the idea of busybodies reporting my every move doesn’t make me particularly happy, but I’m not hiding any dark secrets either.”

“Don’t say that out loud, future governor. Women prefer the bad boys who spent their youth breaking a different heart on every corner. Although, in that department, you don’t leave much to be desired.”

Dominika is the younger sister of a college friend. When I needed an assistant, she was highly recommended to me, even though she wasn’t finished with her degree at the time. We’ve been working together for about four years now, and the admiration I have for the professional she is eventually turned into friendship.

“Your job isn’t to judge my past. Organize my campaign and try not to stick that freckled nose where it’s not invited.”

She smiles and shrugs. Unfortunately, I know she’ll comb through my entire love life, including high school and college. If there’s anyone as committed to their work as I am, it’s my assistant. Her duty, at the moment, is to make me win the election, and she won’t give up until she achieves the goal.

“In a few days, you’ll officially announce your candidacy for governor. I’d really love to see Evelyn’s face when she realizes she could have gotten more out of the divorce.”

“She can’t hurt me. My lawyers made her sign a confidentiality agreement. If she opens her mouth to a gossip site or a reporter, there’s a twenty percent reduction in the alimony she’s entitled to. And if she gives more interviews, thirty percent, and so on, plus a substantial penalty on the total value of the divorce settlement.”

Truthfully, I didn’t want any kind of arrangement with my ex, but I ended up following the advice of the legal team we hired specifically for the candidacy, keeping this possibility of punishment against Evelyn for six years. That will be the time needed for me to finish my campaign, serve my term as governor, and still have a buffer period against any possible indiscretions from her.
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Antonella

Boston — Massachusetts

Ten Months Later

“YOU AT LEAST HAVE TO try.”

“No. You can ask me for anything but that.”

“Please. You need to try it. Your life is so boring!”

“Do you remember that you’re my older sister? You should be giving me good advice and be happy that my favorite weekend plan is staying home. I’m a model teenager.”

“First, you should know by now I’m not a conventional older sister. Especially since there’s only a year and a half between us. Second, you’re not a teenager anymore. You just became an adult.” She pauses and glances at the watch on her slender wrist. “Well, technically you’ll become an adult in twenty minutes.”

“To answer your earlier statement, my life isn’t boring. It’s exactly how I want it to be, Luna. I’m happy with little. Next fall, I start college, and when I finish, I’m going to be rich. By then, your health will be great and we can go on vacation around the world. Go to Italy, like you’ve always dreamed.”

“Right now, I’d settle for getting my job back. I liked being a hostess. I loved seeing all the celebrities parading through the restaurant.”

Her gaze drifts for a moment, as if she’s remembering something that makes her smile.

She stretches her thin hand toward me.

“Antonella, I love you and I know all your dreams will come true, but you’re only eighteen once. The celebration is mandatory.”

“We’re together. That’s celebration enough.”

“I can’t believe you just said that. As much as you love me, you need to have a little fun. You’re so beautiful. Do it for me. If I could, I’d go out with you and we’d have a real blast, but I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’ve been feeling weak. So, you have to go. Or do you want to start your adult life with only the memory of a few sloppy kisses from that whirlwind romance last year?”

“They weren’t that sloppy. The bigger problem was I couldn’t breathe because he was always trying to shove his tongue down my throat.”

She throws her head back and laughs. Just seeing her happy makes having this awkward conversation worth it.

“This is your chance to take a risk for one night. Go out, kiss someone, talk, laugh. Everything I’d love to do right now and can’t.”

“You’re playing dirty. Besides, even if I agreed to go along with your madness, I wouldn’t know how to talk to anyone. I talk too much, and guys don’t like that.”

“And who said anything about guys? I was thinking we could find you a real man.”

“Have you lost your mind, Luna? If I can’t hold a decent conversation with a guy my own age, what would I say to a grown man?”

“Of course you can. You’re beautiful and smart. They’re the ones who are scared idiots. They’re afraid of a woman who could outshine them.”

I look at my sister, my companion, the person I get out of bed for every single day, and I’m tempted to play Cinderella just to make her happy.

“Please, Antonella. We can set the date at a bar, so you won’t be at any real risk.”

“We shouldn’t waste money on nonsense. The budget is tight enough without any extravagances. Besides, I’m not old enough to drink. I’m turning eighteen, remember? What would I even do in a bar?”

She rolls her eyes.

“You don’t have to drink, sis. Just pretend. And no one will think you’re only eighteen. You’re a full-grown woman.”

“I’ll try to take that as a compliment,” I say, half-smiling, even though I know she’s right. At five-foot-ten with more curves than I need to be happy, no one guesses my real age.

“And it was a compliment. I wish I were like you.”

“You are beautiful.”

“Fine. I’ll agree I’m pleasant to look at, but what good is it if I can’t have any fun? Until I can stabilize my health, I’m stuck in this apartment.”

I walk over to where she is and take her cold little hands in mine.

“Everything will be okay. You’ll get better soon. Have faith in God.”

“I will, because I really want to live. I’ve been dreaming of a trip through Tuscany for over two years.” Before I can get sad about what she said, she adds, “Come on, sweetie. Just one try. It’ll be fun to find a man to be your prince for a night.”

“Fun for who? Definitely not for me. Just the thought of signing up for that dating app makes me nauseous with nerves.”

“Can you please act like a girl your age for once? You’re not a baby. Don’t overthink it. Just enjoy it. Do it for me. Have some real fun. I never ask for anything,” the blackmailer says. “But today I’m begging you to be happy in my place.”

“No,” I refuse, less convincingly this time, because I know I’ll end up giving in.

“Pretty please!” she begs again, already smiling, and I shake my head.

“Alright. Let’s install the stupid app and take a look, but even if we find someone worthwhile, I get the final say.”

She grins, thrilled.

“You’re the best sister in the world!”

[image: ]

The Day Before The Blind Date

“SO? NAILED DOWN? IS it this one?”

“Yes,” I reply, trying to sound confident as we look at the phone screen together. In reality, I feel like running away.

“He’s handsome.”

“Yeah, but he looks very sophisticated, too.”

“Your first date as an adult is with a refined man, Antonella. How cool is that?” she says.

“Was that a rhetorical question, or do you actually expect me to elaborate?”

“Don’t be a pain. I plugged the address he sent into Google Maps. The man invited you for a drink at the piano bar in the fanciest hotel in the city.”

“You don’t think it’s weird he picked a hotel restaurant? Like, it seems kind of suggestive even to me, and I’m inexperienced.”

“I don’t think so. It’s actually safer, since the Caldwell-Oviedo Tower is in a great location. Plus, being a luxury spot, it’s probably full of security. He wouldn’t risk doing anything you didn’t want.” She gives me a mischievous smile. “Unless you want to visit his suite. From what he put here, he’s not from Boston, he’s from New York.”

“Let’s get one thing straight: I don’t plan on seeing his suite or even kissing this man. I’m only going to satisfy your wish. I promise I’ll try to have fun, but honestly, I don’t believe in this blind date stuff.”

“I have a friend who met the love of her life in a chat room.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes so I don’t hurt her feelings.

“Look, I’m not saying it’s impossible, but for me to kiss a man on a first date or go in any direction beyond a kiss, he’d have to make my knees weak, my heart race, and my brain turn to peanut butter. The kind of guy who steals a woman’s breath in romance novels.”

“Then let’s hope Aiden is like that. It’s about time you found a great love.”

“Says the expert,” I say, and immediately regret it. “Luna, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to be cruel.”

“Don’t worry about it. You weren’t.” She gives an enigmatic smile. “Besides, who says I haven’t been in love? Maybe my heart’s been taken for years and no one suspects.”

“You’re not serious.”

She doesn’t answer for a few seconds, but her smile widens.

“Enough about me,” she says. “The focus now is making your eighteenth birthday celebration unforgettable.”
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Antonella

Hotel Caldwell-Oviedo Tower

OH, MY GOD. WHAT HAVE I agreed to?

I never should have agreed to be part of Luna’s crazy plan.

“An unforgettable Cinderella night,” she’d said.

Yeah, right.

For once, forget all my responsibilities, the meticulously aligned plans for our future, and just live.

Left to my own devices, I’d be at home watching TV and eating ice cream.

I don’t need a date, but I don’t go back on my word and I don’t want to disappoint my sister either. The smile on her face when I went to her room and showed her what I was wearing makes any risk of public humiliation worth it.

I have to admit the little black dress did wonders for my figure, though I could have done without the high heels. The whole makeover made me look less young. I think I could easily pass for my early twenties.

She was so happy when she handed me the envelope with the money for my birthday present!

Inside was a note explaining what I was supposed to buy—clothes and accessories. I laughed and asked why she didn’t just tell me what to wear instead of writing it down, and she said I love an instruction manual, so she decided to play along.

I really do. Putting things together is my thing. From electronics to furniture, if there’s a manual, I’m in.

Luna’s joy was so intense you’d think the date was hers. She was practically vibrating when we finally picked this Aiden guy on the app, and I almost wanted to wear a hidden camera to show her the details of my night—though I don’t believe for a second it’ll lead to a relationship, like my sister dreams.

I tend to scare men off by knowing a little about everything. Luna even rehearsed with me that I shouldn’t let on if I understood some of the topics he brought up. I think I’ll just try to talk as little as possible. It’s the only way not to put my foot in my mouth.

I take unsteady steps into the lobby of the luxurious hotel. To my own ears, the high heels echo on the marble floor, drawing attention.

Jesus, I want to run for it!

I mentally run through all the tips Luna gave me on how to act. How does she know so much about life? She never went out much or dated. Just as she was entering the phase where she could have fun as an adult, she got sick.

I push the thought away, otherwise this night is ruined, and I only came on this date because of her.

God, I shouldn’t be here. Even if it was a gift given from the heart, we can’t afford to waste money.

I stop at the entrance to the bar, my legs like jelly. The place is way too fancy. I have no business being in one of the Oviedo chain hotels. Hell, I can’t even afford to walk past them on the sidewalk.

I take a few deep breaths to calm the mini panic attack threatening to take over.

One drink. That shouldn’t make too big a dent in our savings.

I’ll have a non-alcoholic cocktail and I won’t order any food.

Anyway, I don’t believe this date will last more than an hour. Some of the man’s questions when we chatted on the app annoyed me—and believe me, he was the best of a bad bunch. One guy even asked me for a nude photo.

Now that I’m here, I just have to hope the night passes quickly so I can get back to my room.

[image: ]

Piano Bar At The Caldwell-Oviedo  Tower Hotel

One Hour Later

GOD, COMING HERE WAS a mistake.

He doesn’t even try to hide it. Since he greeted me, he hasn’t looked above my neck once. He seems hypnotized by my breasts.

I’m inexperienced, but that doesn’t make me an idiot. You don’t have to be a genius to see the only thing this man wants is sex.

Not that I think there’s anything wrong with people wanting to have sex. I’m a virgin due to lack of opportunity. I just haven’t met a man who made me want to solve that particular problem.

I observe my date more critically.

He was much more subtle online.

The idea was to have fun, but there’s nothing fun about dodging the clumsy hands of a man I’m not attracted to, who seems incapable of going more than two minutes without touching some part of my body.

He’s already discreetly stroked my face, my neck, and my leg. I’ve been fighting the urge to throw my drink in his face for a while now—complete with the little blue umbrella from the cocktail as a bonus.

He hasn’t done anything yet that good etiquette would call indecent, but he’s still making me uncomfortable.

“I have to go. I have to get up early for work tomorrow,” I lie, partially. I mean, not the early part. I usually do that to make the day more productive. It’s not an obligation, but a choice. The lie encompasses the work part. My shift at the restaurant doesn’t start until around lunchtime.

It’s much better to be at home planning my future than enduring this guy’s boring conversation. The thought makes me smile and the man seems to misunderstand.

“Okay, you don’t have to stay the whole night, baby. I can call an Uber to take you home after,” he says, his voice husky.

What? Does he think I’m inviting him to extend the night?

Okay, I didn’t tell him my real age and maybe he thinks I’m more experienced because of how I look, but there was nothing in our chat that should have led him to believe I’d want to end our date in a bedroom.

I pretend to fumble in my purse and, discreetly, observe the man I’ve spent the last hour with. It wasn’t just me who implied an age I don’t have. I’m sure he’s a lot older than the twenty-six his profile claimed.

Jesus, how do I get out of this mess now?

I look around the bar, trying to find a polite way to escape. The guy has had three whiskeys and doesn’t seem willing to let me go without making a scene.

Think fast, Antonella.

I’m starting to break out in a cold sweat when, suddenly, the solution appears right before my eyes.

If there’s one thing I’m good at in life, it’s improvising.

“Huh... I’d love to end the night the way you’re suggesting, but unfortunately my boyfriend from Wyoming just got here,” I say, already standing up.

“Boyfriend? What do you mean? There was no talk about a boyfriend. I remember you said you were single.”

My date looks confused and irritated, but I’m going to cling tooth and nail to this chance to escape. Without further explanation, I walk in the direction of my fake boyfriend.

His face is anything but friendly. He’s seated, but he looks like a mountain, even though his muscles are hidden by a dark suit. He also doesn’t look like anyone’s boyfriend.

Owner. Possessor. Boss. King. Never boyfriend.

Well, I guess that even fits the role I invented for him. Cowboys probably shouldn’t be nice, or half the charm would disappear.

The part about deducing he’s a cowboy from Wyoming is thanks to the hat resting on the table—remember what I said about being good at improvising—because in every other way, his appearance is that of a billionaire.

Yeah, maybe I screwed up badly in choosing my target for a fake boyfriend. The chance of him helping me out of this mess is minimal.

The man is drop-dead gorgeous, but he also seems arrogant. A firm, proud jaw. None of the characteristics that serve me right now.

Still, I have no alternative. My date doesn’t seem willing to give up. He’s still walking beside me and my intuition says he won’t be gentlemanly enough to simply let it go and wish me goodnight without trying anything.

“Thanks for this, Luna,” I think, but immediately regret it. She only wanted to give me a happy night.

Internally, I pray my little act won’t have to go this far and that Aiden will get the hint and leave, but out of the corner of my eye, I see he’s still following me.

Shit.

Now there’s no turning back. I’m standing in front of the cowboy’s table.

“I didn’t know you were still in town, honey. Did my sister tell you where to find me? Let me introduce you to my friend,” I say as I approach the sexy man, but without making eye contact with him.

I have no doubt my date is less than thrilled, while the rich guy probably thinks I’m completely nuts.

“Aiden, this is my boyfriend. Well, technically speaking, he’s my ex, but we’re on and off, you know how it is...” I let out in one breath. “Every time he comes to Boston we have a relapse. I’d forgotten we’d arranged to have a drink before he goes back to his cows, bulls, and all the things Wyoming men usually deal with,” I continue, gesturing, nervous as hell. In moments of stress, my Italian blood comes out, so my arms and hands are used without any shame.

I take another step closer to him, but I guess Aiden still isn’t convinced by my performance.

Damn it! The guy is like a dog that won’t let go of a bone.

The stranger stands up and I don’t believe it’s because he’s willing to help me, but out of mere politeness. Nothing in his posture suggests friendliness.

I don’t know what else to do to get out of this situation and I’m crossing my fingers that the billionaire cowboy won’t blow my cover.

I lift my head, forcing myself to look at him, and plead with my eyes for him not to contradict me.

“So glad you could stay in Boston another day. How’s your Aunt Mary Beth?” I invent the first double name that comes to mind. “I hope everyone’s excited for the annual dairy cow festival.” I keep up the act.

Jesus, shut up, Antonella. Don’t overdo it.

Trying to stop him from denying our relationship, I go up on my toes and give the handsome man a kiss on the cheek.

The man first freezes when he feels my lips against his skin, but thank the Blessed Virgin of Quick Perception, he finally seems to understand I’m in a bind.

“Hey, doll. The cows and bulls send their regards. So does my grandmother, Mary Grace, of course.”

He emphasizes the word grandmother, maybe trying to throw me off, but if he thinks that’s going to make me back down, he’s mistaken.

“Of course, honey. Your grandmother. It’s just that she’s so well-preserved no one would believe she already has a grandson so... so... grown.”

“You’re late for our dinner,” he cuts me off, seeming totally in character now.

I almost have a heart attack when I feel his arm wrapping around my waist and pulling me against his muscular body.

For a moment, I forget why I approached him. The man smells good, which is making me feel warm and a little dizzy.

Despite the embarrassment of such intimacy with a stranger, my hands cling to his broad shoulders.

I can’t back out of the act now, right?

Ha! Worst excuse ever. As if my whole body isn’t tingling from the contact with his.

“Your sister told your ex where you were even though she knew you had plans with me?” Aiden almost shouts.

“Uh-huh, but I think maybe she forgot I was on a date. Her memory is terrible. She even takes vitamins for it. I’m sorry. It was great meeting you, Aiden, but you can go now.”

“You’re cr—”

In a second, the cowboy’s free hand grabs my fraudulent date by the collar.

“Watch it. That’s my girl you’re talking about.”

Jesus Christ, his accent is too sexy! It should be illegal for someone who looks like that to also have a voice that makes my skin prickle.

The moment he said my girl, all I could think was: that’s right. I’m yours. Take me.

I have to confess he looks gorgeous with this alpha male side coming out.

The scene is kind of bizarre—me practically wedged between two men—but the bar is almost empty now, so no one is paying attention to us besides the pianist and a few waiters.

I hold my breath, praying there won’t be a scene. I don’t want the one time in my life I come to a fancy place to end up in the papers—not in the celebrity column, but on the police blotter.

After what feels like an eternity, Aiden finally gives up.

“I can’t believe I traveled to Boston just for this. So much work making up an excuse for my wife and I leave without even a little action. Hell of a night!”

He storms off, but before I have time to be shocked by the word wife, my fake boyfriend takes my chin and makes me look at him.

“I think I deserve my goodbye kiss now, girlfriend.”

And then, as if a completely different Antonella from the one I’ve been all my life emerged, my arms go around his neck and I lift my head, pressing our lips together.

I really want to taste his mouth.

Maybe my birthday celebration isn’t a total loss after all.
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Hudson

Piano Bar At The Caldwell-Oviedo  Tower Hotel

I WATCH THE AMBER LIQUID in the glass in my hand, leaning back in a high-backed chair in the piano bar of the hotel where I’m staying.

I’m not overly fond of hotels, but I have to admit my friend Guillermo has done an excellent job with his family’s luxury chain around the world.

The place is practically empty, but even if it weren’t, I wouldn’t feel like looking around. Human beings tire me out quickly.

The music is pleasant, soft, which, combined with the excellent whiskey, serves to improve my shitty mood a little.

I spent the whole day in meetings with key members of my party, and I can say, without fear of being wrong, that this is the unpleasant part of becoming a politician—doing politics.

I knew the walk to power would be relatively irritating because I have an expiration date for dealing with people, but I’ve never backed down from what I want, and I won’t start now.

I catch a movement in my peripheral vision, and when I turn my head to look, a woman and a man are heading my way.

Yes, that’s right.

A woman and a man, because they don’t look anything like a couple.

At first, I think they’ve mistaken me for someone else, but I quickly see the determination in the eyes of the curvaceous beauty approaching.

‘Beautiful’ doesn’t even come close to describing her.

She is a spectacle to behold. Tall, a delicious body, a slender waist that flows into wide hips and continues into endless legs. The black dress she’s wearing clings as if it were molded onto her. Her breasts are full, and to top it off, she has a face with perfect features. Almost too perfect, if not for that full mouth. Those lips are an invitation to sin.

Her abundant hair falls loose down her back.

I wish the bar were better lit so I could observe her eyes more clearly. She’s very close now, and I still can’t quite make out the color. Something between hazel and green.

I think I’d need a few hours to fully absorb her beauty.

Before I have a chance to continue my examination, however, she, now standing right in front of me, says:

“I didn’t know you were still in town, darling. Did my sister tell you where to find me? Let me introduce you to my friend.”

For a moment, I again consider whether she’s confusing me with someone else, but then she continues, and her voice sounds very nervous.

“Aiden, this is my boyfriend. Actually, my ex, technically speaking, but we’re on and off, you know how it is...” What? “Every time he comes to Boston, we have a relapse. I’d forgotten we’d arranged to have a drink before he goes back to his cows, bulls, and all the things Wyoming men usually deal with.”

I stand up and look at her, trying to assess if she’s drunk or under the influence of some kind of drug, but her gaze is steady and somewhat desperate.

Wyoming cows? Ah, the hat. Yes, she must be trying to get rid of her companion.

The woman is creative and almost makes me smile, which is rare for me.

She steps closer and keeps talking nonstop:

“I’m so glad you managed to stay in Boston for another day. How’s your Aunt Mary Beth? I hope everyone’s excited for the annual dairy cow festival.”

Now my effort to keep the corner of my mouth from lifting into a smile becomes a little greater.

But any amusement vanishes when she presses our bodies together and gives me a kiss on the cheek. Feeling her lips against my skin sends a kind of electric shock through my body, waking my desire immediately. I look at her, and the proximity of her mouth is very tempting.

Now, all I want is for the idiot who seems to be bothering her to disappear so we can be alone, so I play her game.

“Hi, doll. The cows and bulls send their regards. As does my grandmother, Mary Grace, of course.” I can’t resist teasing her, correcting her by saying ‘grandmother’ instead of ‘aunt.’

“Of course, darling. Your grandmother. It’s just that she’s so well-preserved no one would believe she already has a grandson so... so... grown.”

Fuck, she’s a delight. How old could she be? She looks young, but if she was in a bar at this hour, she can’t be that young.

“You’re late for our dinner,” I continue.

Trying to speed up the process of getting rid of the bastard, I pull her by the waist, leaving no space between us.

Shit! Wrong move.

My leg is now practically between her thighs, and I realize she’s as affected by the contact as I am. To my surprise, she not only doesn’t try to push me away, but both her hands land on my shoulders.

“Your sister told your ex where you were even though she knew you had a commitment with me?” the man speaks, and only then do I remember we’re not alone.

Dominika would have a heart attack if she knew I was clinging to a stranger in public. Besides being potentially damaging for the campaign, this isn’t who I am.

“Uh-huh, but I think maybe she forgot I was on a date. Her memory is terrible. She’s even been taking some vitamins. I’m sorry. It was great meeting you, Aiden, but you can go now.” She tries to dismiss him once more.

“You’re cra—”

Immediately, I grab him by the shirt, and as I tighten my grip, I see his face turn an intense red.

“Careful. You’re talking about my girl.”

A few waiters pass discreetly, observing the scene, but I only let go of the man when he raises his hands in surrender.

“I can’t believe I traveled to Boston just for this. So much work to make up an excuse for my wife, and I leave without even a little make-out session. Hell of a night!” he says and finally leaves us.

She was on a date with a married man? All my good humor vanishes, and my desire quickly turns into a need to punish her.

“I think I deserve my welcome kiss now, girlfriend.”

It was a bluff.

Actually, I wanted to embarrass her for the theater she forced me to star in, so I’m fucking surprised when she presses her lips to mine.

The mysterious girl’s mouth is soft and sweet like freshly picked strawberries, and I don’t want to pull away.

What the hell am I doing?

That’s the last logical thought I can remember.

When my lips touch the warmth of hers, all I know is that I need a little more of that honey.

I forget we’re in public. I forget my candidacy. I forget the boyfriend story isn’t real.

Seconds later, she stiffens in my arms, but I maintain the right pressure, teasing her plump lower lip with the tip of my tongue, and when the hands around my neck finally begin to caress my hair, I realize she’s surrendering.

As the kiss continues, I tell myself I’m only punishing her for being so bold.

It’s a half-truth.

Something about the girl made me want to tame her, but what drives me to keep invading her mouth is a raw, unexpected desire. An attraction unknown to someone as pragmatic as me.

Feeling her against me makes any thought of punishment fade away.

My hand slides to the curve of her hip, and I squeeze with a harder grip.

She initially accepts the demand, but just when it’s getting delicious, she pulls our lips apart.

“That’s enough.”

It takes me a moment to understand.

“Enough?”

“Yes... huh... thank you. He bought our act. I think I should be going now.”

I still keep my arm around her waist.

“I don’t think so. As my girlfriend, you owe me at least a drink.”

Her cheeks take on an intense shade of red.

Do women still blush? Not the ones in my circles, at least.

She seems indecisive for a moment, but then gives a sheepish smile.

“Sorry for dragging you into this mess. I didn’t know how to get rid of him.”

A strand of her hair falls over her shoulder, and without thinking about what I’m doing, I tuck it behind her ear.

“Your name and a drink.”

She shakes her head, and now the smile is spontaneous.

“God, my mother would kill me for approaching you like this,” she says, but then pauses as if thinking. “No, actually she’d die laughing. My name is Antonella.”

“Hudson.” I purposely leave out the surname. “Would you prefer to drink here or somewhere else, Antonella?”

She fully disentangles herself from my arms, and I let her go.

“Is that some kind of code for getting me up to your room?”

“No.” Though I want you in my room, in my bed, very much. Naked and wet for me. “But I don’t want you to be embarrassed because of what happened. If you’d like a bit more privacy, I can arrange a place for us to have dinner right here in the hotel.”

“Do you work here?”

The question is accompanied by an adorable little crease between her eyebrows.

“No, I’m from Wyoming, remember?”

She laughs out loud and then covers her face with both hands.

“I’m good at improvising, and when I saw your hat, I didn’t think twice.”

“A drink,” I insist, and this is totally unfamiliar territory for me. I’ve never had to work this hard to convince a woman.

“Alright, but I don’t drink alcohol.”

“No problem. Here or somewhere else?” I ask again.

“What would ‘somewhere else’ be?”

“They have some private dining rooms in the hotel restaurants. What do you think?”

“Are you really from Wyoming?”

“Texas.”

“Alright, Hudson from Texas. Take me to this special place.”

“One moment.”

It’s not unusual for me to dine in a private room. Guillermo makes these mini-restaurants available in all the luxury hotels in the chain, but it will be the first time I share one with a woman. On other occasions, they were business meetings.

I quickly call the concierge, who asks for fifteen minutes to arrange everything.

I place my hand on the small of her back and guide her to a table while we wait.

“So, are you going to tell me what that was all about?”

I pull out the chair for her to sit.

“It’s a long story. It was supposed to be my birthday celebration.”

“Today is your birthday?”

“No. It was a few days ago, but my sister wanted me to have a special night.”

She rolls her eyes when she says this, and I don’t even need to ask why. The cheating creep’s last line made it perfectly clear the night wasn’t what either of them expected.

I lean back in my chair and cross my arms over my chest, watching her.

“How old are you, Antonella?”

Her cheeks blush again, and she shakes her head from side to side.

“A lady never reveals her age. It’s rude of you to ask.”

“It was a simple question. Just a check to see if I’ll be arrested tomorrow,” I say honestly.

“You won’t be. I’m an adult.”

“Alright.” Thank God! It would be painful to back away now. “So, tell me about your special night that didn’t work out. Or better yet... answer something first: did you know he was married?”

Depending on what she says, I’ll decide if I want to proceed with the dinner proposal or not.

“Not at all. It was the first time we met. I met him on an app.” She starts playing with the napkin on the table. “God, that’s even weirder said out loud, but the truth is it was all part of Luna’s crazy plan.”

“Luna?”

“My older sister.”

“I want to hear about this plan.”

“Why did you keep kissing me even after Aiden left?” she asks, completely derailing the conversation.

“Because I wanted to.”

I see her breasts rise and fall, her breathing becoming short.

“And is your grandmother really named Mary Grace?”

Christ, how did she manage to move from the topic of kissing, which was starting to excite me again, to talking about my grandmother?

I shake my head, again hiding a smile. She’s made me smile more in half an hour than I have in the entire past year.

“Do you always ask random questions?”

“I’m curious and analytical. Usually, there are a thousand things going through my head at the same time, so yes, I tend to ask random questions. My mouth can’t keep up with my brain.”
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