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PROLOGUE
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Reed Gray

Texas

Past

“THOSE BOOTS ARE WEIRD,” a shrill voice practically shrieks, and I turn around to see who’s talking.

I’m surprised to find that, despite the arrogant tone, it’s just two girls talking.

Well, one of them, really. The older one, who looks about my age or maybe a little older, is the one yelling. The little one, who can’t be more than four, is sitting on the curb in a white dress.

When I look at her feet, I see she’s wearing yellow rain boots. There are drawings on them. Flowers and pink butterflies, I think.

They’re funny, and maybe not the best choice because it’s blisteringly hot today, but I don’t think they’re weird.

They actually suit her.

“Did you hear me, Dominika? Those boots are ridiculous. You look ugly,” the older girl says again.

She seems to be picking on the little one.

I know all about picking on people because I grew up with three brothers and a cousin. If there’s one thing we like to do, it’s mess with each other—which almost always ends in punches and kicks.

But even though we’re tough and mouthy, we were never truly cruel to one another.

“That’s why Mommy only likes me. You’ll never be perfect like me,” the pest starts up again.

The little girl still doesn’t answer, just swings her feet as if she isn’t hearing those ugly words.

“I don’t even know why I waste my time on you. What difference do those boots make, anyway? I’m the beloved daughter and you’re nothing. They didn’t even want you. I heard Daddy talking to Mommy. I heard him say you were an accident.”

She walks away, looking satisfied at having made the little angel suffer.

I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to hit someone so badly in my life. That’s not a normal sisterly squabble. That redhead is mean.

Even with her head down, I can see the little blonde doll is crying.

She doesn’t make a sound, as if she’s ashamed of her tears, and I walk over, even though I know I probably shouldn’t.

The girls must be related; that’s probably just how they are with each other. But instead of walking on, I crouch down to see if she’s okay.

“Hey, don’t listen to what your sister said. Your boots are really cool.”

She lifts her head and I swear I’ve never seen prettier eyes in my life. They’re blue, but they have little green flecks in them, like tiny points of light.

“I’m not supposed to talk to you,” she answers, her eyes full of tears. “You’re a stranger,” she adds, her voice dropping to a near-whisper.

I feel like laughing, but I don’t, because she seems genuinely worried about breaking a rule her mother probably gave her.

I extend my hand for a shake, keeping my face serious.

“My name’s Reed, so now I’m not a stranger anymore.”

“But you’re a grown-up.”

“I’m not. I’m a teenager.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a kid, just bigger. I’m only twelve.”

“Okay, then I’ll shake your hand,” she says, offering a tiny hand that disappears inside mine. “My name is Dominika, but Mommy can’t know I talked to you.”

“It’s okay. It’ll be our secret, Dominika.”

Now I know the owner of the prettiest eyes in the world also has the prettiest name.

“I have to go, or my mom will ground me, Reed.” She gets up and starts to walk away, but then stops and looks back. “Do you really think my boots are pretty? My grandma gave them to me before she went to live in heaven. I love them.”

I smile at her.

“They’re beautiful. I bet your sister’s super jealous because she doesn’t have a pair.”

As a reward, I get a brilliant smile, and then she waves goodbye.

And even that young, I knew I would never forget those eyes.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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Dominika

Fort Worth — Texas

Age Fifteen

I DON’T KNOW WHAT PUT me on alert.

Maybe instinct, maybe God—the same one I pray to every night.

Or maybe because it was written somewhere that I should at least have a chance to defend myself.

I’m sure he didn’t make a sound, and yet, I knew there was someone else in the bathroom.

Even with no idea who it is, I can tell I’m in danger.

Neither my parents nor Sara are home, so it must be an intruder.

My body begins to tremble and my stomach clenches in spasms of fear.

I don’t want to open the shower door. The steam fogging it up stupidly gives me a false sense of security.

But I know if I stay here, I’ll be cornered. So, terrified as I am, I turn off the water and grab the towel I’d hung over the door.

I’m barely breathing. The adrenaline is pumping so hard through my body that what happened next must have taken milliseconds.

I wrap the towel around myself and yank the door open, like when I was a kid forcing myself to check there was no boogeyman under the bed.

This time, though, the monster is there, staring right at me.

Jameson Wiley, my older sister Sara’s boyfriend.

The thoughts connect in my brain lightning-fast.

I never liked him, even though he looks like a storybook prince.

I’m absolutely certain he has no reason to be here, since he probably knows Sara isn’t coming home early today.

But mostly, it’s the disrespectful way he’s looking at me that unsettles me.

All these factors together make my mind scramble for a way out.

Just as a test, I shift a little to the side. When his body moves to follow mine, I know I have no alternative but to go on the offensive.

“Get out of my bathroom. Now.”

I don’t even bother with politeness. This grown man shouldn’t have come into my suite, and he sure as hell shouldn’t still be here, knowing I’m not dressed.

He doesn’t answer, and his silence frightens me more than if he’d said something.

“Jameson, did you hear me? I want you out of here.”

“I don’t think so, Nika.”

“You’re not family, and you’re not allowed to call me that.”

What he calls me is the least of my worries, but I want to distract him enough to try and run.

He crosses his arms and gives me a disdainful smile.

“You should thank God I even notice you. Haven’t you figured out yet that you’re surplus to requirements in this house? I’m the only one paying you any attention.”

What he says hurts, maybe because it’s nothing but the truth, but right now my real concern is how fast I can run.

I take a deep breath, praying my high school drama classes will help.

“You’re right, I’m being rude. But I don’t think we should be in here. Sara could be home any minute.”

His mocking smile widens, showing me my ploy didn’t work.

“Nice try, but she might not even come home tonight.”

“My parents will,” I say, desperation creeping in now.

“They’re at the country club. Poker night. Your dad’s playing with mine.”

He’s demolished all my arguments, and I feel the threat behind his words.

All I have left is the element of surprise, so, using the agility from my cross-country training, I shove him with all my might—which doesn’t do much, since he’s huge and a lot taller than me, but it’s enough to make him take a step back, giving me a slim escape route.

By the time I reach the bedroom, though, Jameson is right behind me again.

Fighting him isn’t an option, so I grab what I can to defend myself: a glass Christmas globe that’s also a music box.

I just have time to grip it before he lunges at me. The impact of his body knocks the air from my lungs, and I know I have only seconds before I black out.

The survival instinct is a powerful thing. I don’t know if he wants to kill me, but I’m sure if I don’t protect myself, he’ll hurt me, so I do the only thing possible: I bring the weight of the Christmas globe down on his head as hard as I can.

What happens next feels like it unfolds in slow motion.

His body goes limp, slackening over mine, worsening the pain in my ribs. For a few seconds, I close my eyes, but I force them open again, because I don’t want to die like this, crushed. My life hasn’t even started yet.

I don’t know how many minutes I spent fading in and out of consciousness, but during one of the times I surface, I see my sister standing in the doorway.

I only realize I’m crying when I feel the hot tears rolling down my cheeks.

“Sara, help me.”

I force my eyes to stay open this time, but what I see on her face isn’t concern—it’s anger.

She moves Jameson’s body, finally pulling him off me.

I feel his blood trickling onto my neck and bile rises in my throat.

Yet the disgust of feeling that sticky, sweet-smelling liquid on my skin isn’t as terrifying as hearing her say:

“I won’t let you ruin my life, Dominika. Jameson is going to be my husband.”

Her final words have the power to consume what little courage I had left.

I should have expected it, but I still can’t believe my sister doesn’t care about what she just witnessed.

She knows what happened and she blames me anyway.

Unable to handle the feeling of abandonment any longer, I let the darkness swallow me.

This time, for an indefinite while.
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CHAPTER 2
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Dominika

Dallas, Texas

Two Years Later

“ONE STEP AT A TIME, Dominika. You can do this.” My therapist’s voice echoes in my head.

A shiver runs through me. The winter wind cuts my face like a sharp blade.

I have the feeling everyone is watching me as I walk out, but I pretend not to notice.

I’ve become an expert at masking fear.

The spontaneous girl I once was no longer exists.

In her place is someone who will never allow herself to relax again. I will show the world what it wants to see: a calm, controlled young woman who never makes a mistake.

To weigh every decision I make from now on and make sure I’m not exposing myself.

I don’t need friends or any other human being too close to me.

No one respects the weak, and the need to be loved is the greatest weakness of all.

I pass through the gates and see my lawyer waiting for me outside.

I keep my gaze on him. I can’t say I trust the man, because he helped me in exchange for a large sum of money, but if I’m walking out now, it’s thanks to his work in convincing the judge, at my aunt’s request, to grant me emancipation at seventeen.

“Miss Wos,” he says as I approach.

“Doctor Adgate.”

We’ve never used first names, and there’s no reason to start now.

I’ve concluded I like the formality. It keeps people at a safe distance.

“Your aunt made me promise I’d come to meet you,” he continues. “Once again, I’d like to say how sorry I am she passed before she could see your case concluded.”

I don’t reply.

What could I possibly say to him?

With the death of Aunt Flora, my mother’s sister, I lost my last familial tie. Of all my relatives, only she and my grandmother ever loved me.

I don’t need pity. I prefer to suffer in silence and pray that Aunt Flora’s soul is at rest after years of fighting bone cancer.

I won’t share my pain with a stranger. Besides, if the lawyer studied my case inside and out, as I believe he did, I’m sure he knows that, although I still have living parents and a sister, the reality is I have no family.

“As I told you last time, your aunt transferred a good portion of her assets to you while she was still alive, and the remainder was designated for you in her will. You are the sole heir, and as you are now emancipated, you may take possession immediately.”

“Can we discuss this tomorrow? I’d like to go home now.”

“Of course. I only came to bring you the keys to your apartment. Please also allow me to drive you there. That was one of your aunt’s stipulations: to ensure you arrived safely at your new home.”

I look at the man, who seems unsure how to handle me, and wonder what he thinks of me. Does he believe what Aunt Flora told him, or Sara’s version?

It doesn’t matter. He isn’t relevant to my life. After my aunt’s death, no one is. Still, for Flora’s sake, because she trusted him, I force myself to say:

“Yes, of course I’ll accept the ride.” I avert my eyes. “Doctor Adgate, I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. I’m not used to conversation anymore, but I want you to know you’ll always have my gratitude. My aunt admired your work very much.”

He opens the car door for me, but before stepping aside, he says:

“I just want you to know your aunt was a personal friend, not just a client. Someone I was very fond of. She insisted on paying me because she was a stubborn woman. No one could change her mind once it was made up, but I would have done it all for free.”

His cheeks flush when he finishes speaking. Was there something more than friendship between them?

“I think I understand what you’re trying to tell me, and again, I truly thank you. I may need guidance in the first few months. I’ve never lived alone, unsupervised. But before we discuss my future, there’s something I’d like to ask.”

“If it’s a consultation, wouldn’t you prefer tomorrow, at my office?”

“No, because it might need to be done immediately. Is there any way I can stop that man from approaching me, before he even tries?”

“Do you think he would try?”

I grip the strap of the bag on my shoulder tightly.

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly.

“Let’s get in the car.”

I follow his lead and fasten my seatbelt.

“Unlike your family, I believe what you told me about what happened that night,” he says, clarifying my earlier doubt. “And for that very reason, I’ll give you some advice, as I would to a niece: you have a great deal of money at your disposal. Hire a bodyguard. A young, wealthy girl is a prime target for predators. Jameson Wiley isn’t the only man who poses a danger to a woman.”

“I don’t want to feel watched again. Not even by someone I’m paying.”

I hope he gets the message. Even if my aunt considered him a friend, I will never again allow anyone to tell me what to do. The people God designated for that have already turned their backs on me.

“Then we’ll invest in a security company to turn your apartment into a fortress.” He doesn’t seem offended, and I’m relieved. “As for your initial question, I can only file a restraining order against Jameson Wiley if he makes a move first.”

“What you’re telling me is that he first has to try to attack me—again—before I can protect myself?”

“Yes.” He sighs, as if silently agreeing with me about the injustice of it. “Your family’s stance, particularly your sister’s, has led everyone to believe he was the victim. To the world, Jameson Wiley is not a threat, but you are.”

[image: ]

Hours Later

SIX TIMES.

I like things in pairs, but this has nothing to do with my habit of pairing everything up. What drove me to this number is the need to assure myself that I am protected.

Six... That’s how many times I checked to make sure the locks I had Doctor Adgate install in the apartment I inherited from my aunt were actually working.

When he dropped me off earlier, he offered to inspect my new home. It would have been easy to say yes, but I didn’t want, on the very first day of my new life, to depend on someone else to feel safe. So, I said goodbye to him and, anxious as I was, did it all myself.

I’m proud of me.

I survived the starting line.

I don’t need to run. I have time to build my world, my road. Even if it’s a solitary walk, I’m the one who will determine the speed and the path to be taken.
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Dominika

Dallas, Texas

Almost Three Years Later

DOES HE WEIGH EVERY word before he speaks? Because that’s certainly the impression I’ve gotten so far.

Damn, the man is intimidating.

From everything I’ve researched about him, I knew that someone who’s achieved what Hudson Gray has, and at such a young age, is no ordinary human being.

He’s not just one of the richest men in the country, but frighteningly intelligent, too.

He played football for the University, but he’s been top of his class since he could walk—yeah, I did my homework.

Even so, I wasn’t expecting the man to look like he could see straight through to my soul.

“You come highly recommended.”

I try to keep my expression neutral.

I want this job desperately, but I’ve learned enough about the billionaire in front of me to know he won’t be impressed by my college grades or even by the referral from my professor, who also happens to be friends with the oil CEO.

Hudson Gray likes to have the final say and is controlling enough to personally interview his future assistant—me—and I know he doesn’t have to. He has dozens—maybe hundreds—of employees who could do it for him.

The man exudes confidence and power from every pore, and if I said I wasn’t intimidated, I’d be the biggest liar in the world. On the other hand, I know I’m not here by accident. My professor knows the billionaire very well and would never have recommended me if he wasn’t certain I met the requirements for the position.

“But you’re too young for the role,” he continues. “I need someone more mature, preferably someone who’s already finished college. I don’t even understand what you’re doing here or why I’m interviewing you. You still have over two years of school left, and you’ve never worked as an assistant, even if your academic record is excellent. Keeping up with my pace won’t be easy, and I have no patience for teaching.”

No kidding?

He didn’t even need to tell me that. Anyone who looks closely at the man they call The Owner of Texas would know that the words easy and patience don’t exist in his vocabulary.

“You’re right. I am young and inexperienced, but you won’t find another candidate who speaks Mandarin fluently and reads it at an intermediate level. I know you’re about to close a deal with the Chinese.”

I watch his left eyebrow lift and know it’s because he didn’t expect such boldness from me.

Of course, that was a gamble.

Before coming, I devoured the business pages of American newspapers. Besides making several trips to China, Hudson Gray has been seen lunching with that country’s government leaders, so I concluded he’s interested in doing business with the Chinese.

That was my strongest card to play so far.

In my year and a half of isolation and the two years that passed after I left that place, I did nothing but study languages, and Mandarin holds a special place in my heart—though I may have exaggerated my ability a little. If I were being completely honest, I’d say my spoken proficiency is intermediate, and my written, beginner.

“That is not a requirement for the position,” he says with the arrogance he’s known for. “I could hire a translator, as I always have.”

“Yes, you could, but translators are, by nature, freelance professionals,” I say, and see him shift in his chair. “They might sign a confidentiality agreement, but who can guarantee they’d honor it? There’s nothing binding them to you. No sense of loyalty.”

“And you’re telling me you would be loyal to me?”

I don’t even blink.

“Yes, sir.”

It seems I’ve touched on a key point, because his eyes narrow, observing me more closely now.

So we’re not so different after all, Hudson Gray. Someone who doesn’t trust people, like me, knows how to recognize a kindred spirit.

He taps the pages of my resume with the Montblanc pen he’s holding.

“Dominika Wos. Your surname is unusual. Polish, isn’t it? I went to high school with a Sara Wos. A relative?”

I try to keep my body still, but inside I’m trembling. However, after years of not allowing myself to express any emotion, maintaining control is as easy as breathing for me.

From my always-impeccable hair to my clothes and posture, nothing betrays what I’m feeling.

“We’re sisters.”

“But with a significant age gap.”

“Yes.”

Incredibly, the moment I am most tense is when he seems to relax.

Was it discovering I’m Sara’s sister? God, he has no idea!

“How is she?”

I think about how to answer, but I don’t need a second to know that lying is not an option. Hudson Gray didn’t become the richest man in Texas for nothing. He’ll know if I pretend, so I opt for a half-truth.

“Married, as far as I know. We’re not close,” I simplify. Massively.

He doesn’t seem surprised or to judge me for what I’ve just told him, and with that, I can breathe again.

“If I were to consider hiring you on a trial basis, it would mean you’d only work part-time, at least for the next two years?”

My heart races.

Is he actually considering hiring me? Because up until five minutes ago, I thought his intention was to point me toward the door and wish me a good afternoon.

“In person, yes. But I live alone, and despite being a few months shy of twenty, I’m responsible to the point of obsession,” I offer the truth, determined to convince him. “I never leave anything half-finished, which means I can work through the night if needed.”

“Why do you want this job? Your family is wealthy, and you live very well, according to the address on your resume.”

I ignore the part about family. There’s no way he could know I’m utterly alone in the world. That concept of a family unit doesn’t exist for me.

“I hadn’t really thought about looking for a job before finishing my degree, but I attended a lecture you gave with the professor who referred me to you. You spoke about the greatness of our state. I don’t usually pay much attention to politicians, but I couldn’t forget your words.”

“Politicians? I’m not a politician.”

“Not yet,” I say, and he crosses his arms, as if what I’ve just told him is absurd. “You outlined, in my view, a promising future for Texas. I believed what you said, and I think several other people there did, too. I spoke with my professor, and I think it was my enthusiasm about your presentation that made him recommend me for this position.”

“Enthusiasm?”

“Yes. I told him I would love to help you become the governor of our state.”
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Reed Gray

Grayland — Texas

Two And A Half Years Later

WINGS SPREAD, GAZE fixed on the horizon.

The posture of the eagle that has just taken flight feels like a personal challenge to me.

When did my life become a trap?

I’ve always prided myself on steering my own destiny according to my desires. Even as a kid, I knew what I wanted. Nothing can stop me once I have a plan in mind.

When I decided to become a wrestler, I didn’t want to be just another high school and then college athlete. I wanted to be a champion.

The best.

Later, when I realized what truly filled my heart was life on the land, I resolved to come back to Grayland and become the greatest breeder of thoroughbred racehorses in the United States.

I don’t accept second place in life. In any arena I enter, the top is always my goal.

Right now, however, I feel like my future has jumped the tracks and is careening off into nowhere.

For a control freak like me, that’s the worst kind of nightmare.

“Reed, are you going to keep ignoring me?” Annamae asks.

I focus on the flower arrangement on the restaurant table because I don’t want to look at her. I don’t know what to say. I invited her to dinner to finally put an end to our relationship, and what she just told me has left me completely boxed in.

We met as kids, and at first everything seemed perfect. She’s beautiful, and when we were younger, I thought her tantrums were cute. In our teens, when hormones take the wheel, her beauty made up for her personality, but that stopped being enough a long time ago.

Annamae was always spoiled and would throw fits when she was crossed, but not with me. I don’t know if she held herself back or knew it wouldn’t work on me, but the fact is, around me, she acted almost like a normal person.

I thought as we grew up, she’d get better. She didn’t.

Before I left for college, I decided I’d had enough and told her we were through.

Her mother called me the next morning to say she’d swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills. Annamae nearly went into a coma, and I took it all back.

After that, we had a period of calm, though I never spoke about a future together. Looking back, I know I got comfortable. I share some of the blame for things getting to this point. In my defense, I’ll say that even though I didn’t love her, I felt—and still feel—affection for her, and maybe deep down I hoped she’d one day go back to being the girl I’d fallen for.

The problem is, she’s my age now—twenty-eight—and she still has the same attitude, believing the world should bow at her feet simply because she’s beautiful.

What she might not realize, but everyone in our circle does, is that her beauty is just a shell. It doesn’t take long in her company to start disliking her.

My grandmother, Mary Grace, is the most loving person I know, and even she has to work hard not to lose her patience with my girlfriend.

I lift my eyes to meet hers and wonder how I ever thought she was perfect for me. We’re opposites in a way that doesn’t complement.

She loves luxury; I love simplicity.

I’m comfortable in jeans, my Tecovas Cartwright boots, and a hat, and she wrinkles her nose at the way I dress.

Oh, and I can’t forget how much she hates my ranch, or the idea of living in the country forever.

“Reed?”

I’m not one to escape problems by mentally checking out, but I can’t stop myself from saying it.

“You told me you were on the pill.”

“I might have forgotten a day or two. What’s the big deal? It’s not the end of the world. Everyone knows we were going to get married someday. And now you need to announce the engagement before my parents find out.”

Everyone believed we’d get married someday?

As for my family, I’m sure they didn’t.

None of the Grays like Annamae, though they treat her well out of respect for me—except for Callum, who ignores her, but in his defense, my cousin ignores pretty much the entire world.

“I need to think,” I say.

I signal the waiter. The evening is over, and not in the way I’d imagined.

“There’s nothing to think about. I’ll be ruined in this town if you don’t marry me, and I’ll have to leave. Do you want your baby to grow up far away from you?”

No, I don’t.

And it’s not just because I have no intention of being distant from my child, but because I don’t trust Annamae’s mental stability to raise a kid without supervision.

Lately, our relationship has been nothing but push and pull. What we have isn’t a good foundation for a marriage.

Now, however, it’s too late. In a few months the baby will be here, and even without loving her, I won’t shirk my responsibility.

“Pick out a ring,” I say with all the enthusiasm of someone announcing a relative’s funeral.

I see her triumphant smile, but I ignore it.

She seems to have achieved her goal, since she always said she was sure we’d end up married; to me, our engagement sounds like the beginning of the end of my life.

[image: ]

Houston — Texas

One Month Later

“YOU SHOULD HAVE CALLED me the moment it happened, Annamae.”

I try to stay calm, as I’ve been doing since I got the news she was pregnant, but I can’t shake the feeling of betrayal. The pain in my heart over losing the child I’d already accepted as a part of me burns in my chest like acid.

I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye, or to do my part and support her.

“You were off buying your precious horses. Are you blaming me?” she shrieks, hysterical. “I’m the one who lost the baby. Don’t be selfish.”

The week after she told me, we announced our engagement to both families. We didn’t, however, share the reason we wanted to marry quickly. Annamae didn’t want anyone to find out she was pregnant.

After the initial shock, I dreamed about that child and wanted it with my whole heart. I was excited for the first ultrasound. Then, the tragedy happened.

She’d come to spend the weekend at a friend’s house here in Houston and told me that during the night, while she was sleeping, she woke up with cramps and bleeding. By the time they got to the hospital, there was nothing to be done.

“Does your mother know?”

The way she keeps secrets from her own family is incomprehensible to me. Right now, I’d like to share our loss, especially with my grandmother.

“No, we agreed not to tell our families, and I don’t want to disappoint my father. He still thinks I’m a virgin.”

I doubt he thinks that, but I’m not going to argue with her. Fighting is the last thing we need right now.

“What do you want to do?”

“Travel,” she answers without hesitation.

“Pick a place. I’ll have my assistant make the arrangements.”

“You can’t come?”

“You know I can’t. We talked about this—it’s the reason we were delaying the wedding another three weeks, remember? I’m leaving for the Middle East in a few days at Sheikh Kaled’s request to finalize an important deal.”

“But I need you.”

“You can come stay at the ranch with me until I leave.”

I’ve never invited her there before. I have a penthouse in downtown Grayland, and when we sleep together, that’s where we meet. If we go to the country together, it’s usually to my grandmother’s ranch for Sunday lunch. But she hates those gatherings and almost never comes.

Even though she was raised in a small town for much of her life, Annamae doesn’t like the rural area. Since her teens, she convinced her parents to move their main residence to Dallas. These days they only go to Grayland on weekends, and my fiancée almost never joins them.

“If I’m isolated with you out in the middle of nowhere, that’s exactly when depression will finish me off for good. And don’t bother inviting me to the Middle East. I’m not hiding my hair under ridiculous scarves.”

I take off my hat and run a hand over my head, trying to contain my irritation. When she called, I took the helicopter and rushed to meet her at her friend’s house in Houston, since she’d already been discharged from the hospital. I thought she’d be as sad as I’m feeling, but all she’s done so far is complain and make demands.

“Then maybe traveling alone is a good idea. I’ll try to take some time off for us to be together as soon as I get back from the Middle East, but if you want my company, you’ll have to pick an island in the Caribbean. I need to be nearby in case I have to get back to the ranch urgently.”

“No. Europe. Fashion week in Paris is coming up soon, and I’m sure that will be enough to distract me. I hate the Caribbean islands and all those always-smiling natives.”

“You think it’s a good idea to be away from everyone who cares about you?”

“If I stay here, I know I’ll kill myself.”

“Don’t say that, even as a joke.”

In the past, the time I broke up with her wasn’t her only suicide attempt, and I wonder if, in the state she’s in now, she might actually go through with it.

“I’m serious, Reed. I’m so sad. I haven’t felt like getting out of bed, eating, or showering since our son left us. I can’t go back to my family’s house because they’ll see something’s wrong. Only the two of us, and now my friend Rita, knew about the pregnancy.”

I look at her face. She’s pale with dark circles under her eyes. For the first time in a long while, I see a deep feeling in Annamae. Perhaps the same pain of loss that I’m feeling.

“As soon as you get back from your trip, we should speed things up for our wedding. Planning the ceremony will make me feel better,” she continues.

“There’s no rush anymore, so I’d prefer to do everything with planning and care.”

“But I thought we were getting married in two months.”

“That was when we were racing against the clock because you didn’t want people to find out about our child. Now we can have a normal engagement. I won’t go back on my word, Annamae. Nothing’s changed. I’ll marry you, but let’s slow down a bit. You’re not the only one who lost someone. My son just left us. I’m not in the mood for a celebration.”

“I want another baby as soon as we’re married.” She gets up from the bed and puts her arms around my waist. “I love you, and I know we can be happy together, Reed.”

I don’t share that certainty, but it wouldn’t be fair to tell her that now, so instead, I return the embrace.

“Let’s start from scratch and make this work, but first I want the right to grieve.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5

[image: ]




Dominika

Dallas — Texas

One Year And Eight Months Later

“WHY WON’T YOU EVER agree to visit my grandmother’s ranch?” my boss, my only friend, and—I’m certain—the future governor of Texas asks.

We’re at the Gray Oil Company headquarters. Today is his last day here, as he’s handing over the CEO role to Jaxson, one of his brothers and the only Gray besides Hudson who actually works for the oil company.

It would be impossible, not to mention unethical, for him to run the company while governing our state.

“I talk to Mary Grace on the phone almost every day,” I reply, trying to steer us away from diving deeper into that particular subject.

“I know that, but she misses you. She only sees you in person when she comes to Dallas. Since your family owns property in Fort Worth, I thought that despite your socialite appearance, you were a country girl at heart, Dominika.”

I ignore his teasing. After years of working together, Hudson has drifted further from being just a boss and settled firmly into the role of an older brother.

It’s unbelievable that four years have passed since I walked in for that interview.

I almost laugh out loud when I remember how presumptuous I was, telling him I’d help him become the next governor of Texas—but that’s exactly what I expect to happen very soon.

Back then, though, I had no real idea what I was saying; I just would have done anything to land the job as Hudson’s assistant. It had nothing to do with the salary or the status the position would give me, but because when I watched him speak at my college, I knew he was the kind of person I wanted to be—self-assured and unshakable—and that he would have a lot to teach me.

I didn’t expect, however, to become close to him, but that’s what happened. Maybe because we’re both so absurdly distrustful, we ended up becoming confidants—even though I still keep my deepest secrets from him, just like from the rest of the world.

How could I explain to Hudson that spending time with his family would only make the loneliness inside me feel more pronounced?

The Grays are incredibly close-knit—and I know that more through the grandmother who raised them, Mary, than from personal experience.

I never go to Grayland.

With the exception of my boss’s wedding, which I fled from as quickly as I could, I always manage a last-minute excuse to dodge the invitations, which inevitably ends up hurting Mary’s feelings.

Truthfully, I even avoided contact with her at first. I wanted to keep my relationship with Hudson strictly professional, but neither he nor his grandmother would have it.

I know who his brothers are and what they all do, though the only one I’ve met in person is Jaxson. I’ve also spoken a few times on the phone with the cousin my boss had a falling out with, Callum, but always about pending business between the two of them—which makes me practically a referee in a wrestling ring.

Oh, and I’ve also had the displeasure of interacting a few times with Hudson’s first wife, Evelyn, who happens to be the witch responsible for the feud between him and Callum.

Aside from those special circumstances and my boss’s second wedding, which I couldn’t avoid, I don’t leave Dallas for anything, except for work trips or, more recently, for the election campaign.

Since the day Hudson hired me, I’ve never known what a vacation is, and not because he doesn’t give them to me, but because I find the feeling of relaxing dangerous.

It can make me careless and exposed.

Following the advice of Adgate, who insisted so much on checking my well-being that he ended up becoming a sort of surrogate uncle to me, I turned the apartment I live in into a fortress.

I thought it was my own paranoia to think that, after everything that happened, Jameson might come looking for me, but I preferred to be safe.

It was the best decision possible. Only two months had passed since I started living alone when I began to have the feeling I was being followed.

I mentioned it to Adgate, and he took the initiative of hiring a private detective, without my knowledge, to watch my every move—and that’s how we discovered Jameson was stalking me.

The investigator took photographs, and with that, Adgate finally got a restraining order. It wasn’t enough. Jameson stopped following me, but then I started getting phone calls in the middle of the night where the person on the other end of the line just breathed heavily. He never said a word, but it left me terrified.

This lasted until just before I started working with Hudson, and it was affecting me so deeply that I began waking up every night around the time the phone would ring.

Seeing my state, my protector and lawyer moved to open confrontation, sending a formal legal notice to Jameson. In it, he made it clear that I would have no problem exposing his stalking to the world, with the photos of him following me, and also bringing the restraining order to light.

Jameson finally backed down, as he has a lot to lose: his family isn’t just rich, but values its reputation enough to stay far away from scandal. If the story of him stalking me went public, the whole charade he created with my sister about the day he attacked me in my bathroom would be exposed.

Soon after the message Adgate sent him, I started working with Hudson Gray and never again had the feeling of being watched, but I still feel like a prisoner.

I don’t leave the house at night, except to come home from work—which never happens before ten—and my home has every security device known on the market.

Occasionally I wonder if I’ll ever feel completely free, even though my therapist has told me, more than once, that the first prison I need to escape from is inside my own mind.

I feel a little guilty because not only have I failed to reveal the truth about my past to my boss, but I’ve allowed him to believe I still talk to my family.

It wasn’t out of malice, but so he would stop worrying about me living alone in Dallas.

At first he’d ask questions about Sara and my parents, and there was no way to answer them without shocking him.

How could I say that none of them have reached out to me since I was fifteen? How could I explain that I haven’t considered them family since they chose to believe the lie my sister, along with that monster she now calls her husband, told them?

He’d never understand. Even though he’s fighting with Callum, Hudson, though he’s reduced how often he goes to Grayland, hasn’t stopped visiting his grandmother’s house. Family is his foundation, and he has no idea how toxic mine is.

So, I let him think I still maintain minimal contact, especially with Sara, dropping sporadic bits of information like: the other day my sister mentioned...

That seemed to reassure him enough.

I look out at the panoramic view from the Gray Oil Company headquarters, immersed in my secrets and my solitude.

Very soon, the man the world knows as The Owner of Texas will be a father to the baby his beautiful wife Antonella is expecting, and he will have achieved his political goal. What will I do then?

I was promoted from assistant to campaign manager, but when Hudson becomes governor, I’ll go back to my previous role.

Is that what I want for myself? To spend the rest of my days making sure all the problems are cleared from his path?

There’s no resentment in the question I’m asking myself. I adore him and I can’t imagine distancing myself in our personal relationship, but on the professional side, maybe the time has come for me to try flying solo.

As if my thoughts had an echo, he asks:

“Are you happy, Dominika?”
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Dominika

“WHERE DID THAT QUESTION come from?” I ask.

I had moved away toward the window—or rather, the floor-to-ceiling glass wall. Suddenly, I feel him come to my side.

“I’m not the kind of guy who invades other people’s privacy, since I can’t stand it when it’s done to me,” he begins.

“But?”

“You haven’t spoken to your family in years.”

I turn to face him.

“No. How did you find out?”

“I ran into Sara by chance a couple of weeks ago at a restaurant. She, like the rest of the world, knows you’re my campaign manager, and yet when I said hello, she didn’t ask a thing about you. On the contrary, she seemed uncomfortable, like she was desperate to get away. I just had to connect the dots. You’re always alone and available for work, even on major holidays. Now I’m sure you haven’t spent time with your family in a long time. Why?”

“We severed ties years ago.”

“What does that mean?”

“We’re not close.”

“We both know it goes way beyond that, Dominika.” He crosses his arms, and I know I won’t be able to dodge this conversation. “When you came to work for me, you were only nineteen, and if you’ve been alone since then, that means they abandoned you.”

“It was long before I met you. When I cut ties with my family, I was only fifteen.”

“What the hell does that mean? At fifteen you were a child.”

“Things are what they are, Hudson.”

He takes a few steps back, pacing the office, but then closes the distance again.

I know he’s upset. Being protective of those he loves is a trait of his, and I’m sure that, to Hudson, I’m family.

“What did they do to you, Dominika?”

“Why do you assume it wasn’t the other way around, and that I was the one who ruined everything?”

“I know you. There isn’t a bad bone in your body, and if your family can’t see that, they’re a bunch of idiots.”

I look away, shaken by his words.

I’ve grown used to not needing anyone, and though I’m certain of the loyalty of the man who has become my benchmark for strength, having his affection affirmed—even though he has no idea what happened in my past—warms my chest.

“I’m not ready to share my story yet.”

He turns to face me fully.

“I don’t want you keeping yourself apart from us anymore.”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about. I’m with you every day, and now with Antonella and Luna too. I’m not keeping apart.” I play dumb, though I understand him perfectly.

“Are you? You didn’t even come to our engagement party, and at the wedding, you left as soon as the priest finished the ceremony.”

“I don’t like crowds.”

“We’re not a crowd,” he says, then stops. “Okay, maybe we are, but to me and to Grandma Mary, you’re one of us. I’m sure if the rest of my brothers got to know you better, they’d feel the same.”

“Don’t worry about me, Hudson. I’m fine on my own.”

“How long have you known me? Do you really think I’m capable of not worrying?”

“I believe it’s been too long, since you’re acting like a bossy older brother.”

“And you can bet it’s only going to get worse from here, Dominika. No more holidays alone. You’re ours, Polish girl. And we take care of family.”
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