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[image: ]




Olivia

THE SUN WAS SETTING majestically on the horizon. I took a deep breath, trying to calm the heart that was hammering out of control in my chest. I looked at my reflection in the mirror one more time, emotional at being inside the very same dress my mother had worn to get married.

Two knocks on the door reverberated through the room, and then my father entered, a wide smile on his face and barely contained emotion shining in his almond-shaped eyes. Álvaro Montez was a new man. He had married my mother when she was eighteen and pregnant, and to both their surprises, instead of one child, they got two.

When she died, my twin brother and I were only ten years old. It was a devastating blow. I felt like I could never be happy again. My father had to adjust to his new reality, too. It wasn’t easy dealing with loss and our rebellion at the same time, but he managed. He raised us both with all his love and protection.

“You look beautiful, my love.” He came closer, wearing a black suit and the hat that never left his head.

“Do I look as pretty as Mom?” I asked anxiously, rubbing my hands together.

“Perfect, just like her.” Stroking my face, he placed a kiss on my forehead. “Joana would be proud of you, sweetheart.”

“I wish Mom could be here so much.” I sighed, glancing at the clock on the wall, realizing the time to walk down the aisle had arrived. “But it’s just going to be us. So, should we go downstairs?”

My father tensed up. He lowered his head, took off his hat, and cleared his throat.

“I need you to wait a little longer. Something came up...”

“What came up?” I furrowed my brow, intrigued.

“A problem with the arrangements. Lúcia is already taking care of it.” He tried to reassure me, but I could tell there was more to it.

“Dad, what’s going on?”

“Nothing. Stay here and give me a few minutes.” He quickly pulled himself together, assuming his usual posture of being in charge of everything, as if nothing could slip out of his control.

Without waiting for me to argue, he left the room in a hurry. A bad feeling washed over me, a premonition, like a dark warning that something was terribly wrong.

I walked to the balcony of my room and saw the outdoor space where my wedding would take place. All the guests were seated, and apparently there was no problem with the arrangements at all. The priest seemed anxious, looking back and forth, and what caught my attention was the absence of something important.

Pedro.

My fiancé.

My heart sped up. Before I could overthink it, I left the room, caring little if anyone saw me in my wedding dress before the time. I was never the kind of girl to wait quietly. Anything that bothered me had to be dealt with immediately, and following my instincts had never failed me when it came to making a decision.

The one and only time I ever put something off was in accepting Pedro’s proposal. We’d been together for two years. I used the excuse of wanting to finish college—I was still studying veterinary medicine, and he was studying business administration, just like my brother.

Pedro was supposed to take over his father’s ranch when we got married. In love, I made plans for us, dreamed of the future, working at what we loved, building a family.

What if I was wrong?

Had he given up?

I swallowed hard, wandering through the halls of the upper floor, until I went down the stairs, determined to find him. There had to be an explanation for this. Pedro was supposed to be at the altar waiting for me. That was what we’d agreed.

On the way, I ran into Lúcia. She was the oldest employee on the farm, had been here since my parents got married, but after all this time she was already part of the family.

“You don’t need to look at me like that,” I warned calmly, seeing her teary, pitying eyes on me. “I haven’t been left at the altar, Lúcia.”

“I know there must be an explanation for all this, girl.” She smoothed the party dress we had picked out together, looking around nervously. “I’m going to light a candle for Our Lady. Everything will be fine.”

Lúcia hurried off, shaking her hands as if they were burning. I headed toward the staff area. When I passed the pantry, I heard something fall. I stopped dead and stiffened when I heard a masculine grunt. One I knew very well.

Pedro wasn’t a vocal man in bed. Unlike me, he held back, limiting himself to expressing his pleasure in muffled grunts, like he was suffocating. I stared at the door, afraid to open it and catch him cheating.

My heart thundered in my chest. For a second, I tried to find justifications. I cowardly thought about getting out of there and pretending I hadn’t heard anything, waiting for him to show up and going through with the wedding. But my pride wouldn’t let me.

I gripped the doorknob, ready to turn it and open the door, when another moan came out, this time louder, desperate, aroused.

“Oh, that feels so fucking good!”

I froze, ice-cold from head to toe, and only then did tears well up in my eyes.

It can’t be!

I brought a hand to my chest without letting go of the doorknob. It was my little brother. The one I had shared everything with since we were conceived. My other half was betraying me on my wedding day.

“Olivia, what...” My father found me in the hallway, the question dying on his lips when he heard the same thing I did.

“Arch that ass higher, for fuck’s sake!” Pedro roared, sounding furious, but I knew him. I knew that was his peak of arousal.

“You bastard!” my father shouted, shoving me aside abruptly, trying to open the door. “Oliver!”

I shrank back as the door was pounded on, until a kick busted the lock, flinging it open to give us the sight that left me devastated. Nothing in my life had prepared me for the scene before my eyes.

Oliver, my brother, the one I had protected, loved above all else, was there on all fours, being fucked by my fiancé, minutes before the start of what was supposed to be my happily ever after.

“Liv...” Pedro pulled up his pants in a hurry, his face red and sweaty, his lost gaze trying to focus on me.

“Don’t you speak to her, you son of a bitch!” My father landed a blow on Pedro’s face, making him stagger.

“Dad...” Oliver tried to pull himself together, scared, then he looked at me. “Olivia...”

“I will never forgive you,” I decreed, my vision blurry and my heart slowing as if it were about to stop beating.

I turned my back on all of them and ran to the stables, hearing the murmurs of the people around me as they saw me fleeing. In a few minutes, everyone would know what had happened. They would be there to witness just how stupid I was. I would be the joke of Vale Sereno.

“Hey, girl!” I sniffled, pushing the tears from my eyes, stroking Athena, my wild mare who wouldn’t let anyone ride her but me. “Want to run away? Just the two of us?”

Her dark eyes gleamed and seemed to understand me. She rubbed her head against my face, and as soon as I opened the stable door, Athena walked out, already saddled, with decorations on for the photos we were supposed to take after the ceremony.

“I’m never putting us in this situation again,” I promised, kissing her before mounting.

I grabbed the reins and galloped out of the stables, almost running over Oliver, who appeared in front of me. He fell to the ground, holding his arm against his chest. Athena whinnied, rearing up, as if she could feel the hostility between us.

“If you get in my way again, I’ll run you over!”

I warned him, my heart shattered, and I sped off, my dress and hair flying in the wind. In my chest, I carried the same feeling I had when we lost our mother, like I could never be happy in life again. And maybe I never would be. How could I ever trust another soul, when my own brother, blood of my blood, had betrayed me?
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CHAPTER 1
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Olivia

Five Years Later

MONTEZ FARM HAD ALWAYS been my father’s pride—a vast stretch of land that seemed to go on forever, golden fields and green pastures bleeding into the horizon. He’d inherited it from my grandfather at a critical moment, when the land was about to be auctioned off for debt, but Álvaro Montez rebuilt it from the ashes, turning ruins into the empire it was today, breeding and selling horses.

Business had never interested me. From childhood, I’d loved animals unconditionally, holding firm to the dream of becoming a vet and taking care of them, leaving Oliver to take our father’s place in the future. Which wouldn’t be happening, since the day I found out about his sordid betrayal, he’d left the farm and moved to another state.

Pedro stayed in Vale Sereno, acting like nothing had happened, trying insistently to get close again. His usual excuse had black hair like mine, brighter eyes, and a smile that disarmed me.

At four years old, Maya brightened everyone on the farm with her mischief. She was the only good thing to come out of my relationship with Pedro. Two weeks after the wedding was called off and I was wallowing in bitterness in my room, I found out I was pregnant. At first, I hated myself for being stupid enough to trust that bastard and not protect myself. But the second I saw and heard her tiny heartbeat, I knew she was a gift from heaven.

“Dona Olivia!” I heard the gallop of another horse approaching, and saw Sérgio, one of the farmhands, riding toward me.

His tense posture and cowardly gaze gave away his fear of bothering me. I pretended not to know what everyone was saying about me—that the sweet Olivia they’d known had been replaced by the Viper, someone so impossible to deal with that no one wanted to get close.

“What is it, Sérgio?” I asked in a sharp tone.

“There’s a problem with one of the horses in the paddock...” He took off his hat, scratching his head nervously. “Ronaldo got hurt by Magnus, and the horse got all worked up...”

I didn’t need to hear another word. I tugged the reins, making Athena trot toward the other side of the farm, where the horse training and resting area was. The hot late-afternoon wind hit my face, lifting my hair and drying the sweat already running down my neck.

The sound of Athena’s hooves against the dry earth echoed in the silence, broken only by the chirping of a few cicadas. The heavy, relentless sun gave no mercy—I felt the heat building on my back, making the fabric of my shirt stick to my skin.

As I got closer to the horse area, I started noticing something wrong. The silence, usually broken by the animals’ soft whinnies and the rustling of leaves, felt heavy, as if the ground itself was waiting for something. Athena seemed to feel it too, slowing her pace and turning her ears restlessly.

When I arrived, my chest tightened. There he was, collapsed on the packed dirt, his flank trembling unevenly, each breath a monumental effort. Magnus, the farm’s most valuable stallion and one of the most temperamental horses we’d ever raised, was stretched out, eyes wide, letting out low whinnies as if begging for relief.

And beside him, Ronaldo, the horse trainer, holding a whip. His posture was tense, almost defensive, his hat tossed carelessly on his head, his shoulders hunched like someone who knew they’d crossed a line.

“What did you do?!” My voice came out louder than I intended, rough, cutting through the hot air like a blade.

I jumped from Athena’s saddle before she’d fully stopped, feeling the impact of the hard ground under my boots. Sweat ran down my face, but it had nothing to do with the heat. It was rage, mixed with desperation.

“I wasn’t gonna really hurt him, Dona Olivia!” Ronaldo raised his hands, still holding the whip. “The beast was out of control, couldn’t hold him!”

I knelt beside Magnus, ignoring Ronaldo for a moment. I ran my hand over the horse’s warm neck, trying to feel for any serious signs. His breathing was rapid, and there were signs of strain around his flanks. My heart tightened even more.

“Out of control?” I stared at Ronaldo again, standing up. “And your solution was this?” I pointed at the whip in his hand, my voice heavy with indignation. “You think you’ll earn an animal’s respect with fear and pain?”

Ronaldo took a step back, scratching his neck nervously.

“He tried to attack me, came at me without warning. He was berserk, I just... I just tried to stop him.”

“You’re berserk too!” I accused, snatching the whip from his hand. “What if I tried to contain you the same way?”

“Dona...”

“Still whining, for fuck’s sake?” Furious, I raised the whip, and the idiot flinched.

The murmurs around us grew, shocked, frightened, expecting me to actually attack Ronaldo with that whip. Perfect. Now they’d have another reason to talk about me.

“Get out of here. You’re fired,” I said coldly. When Ronaldo didn’t move, I raised my voice: “Now!”

He looked around, wary, and left, still muttering something I didn’t care to hear. The moment he disappeared, I turned my attention back to Magnus. I ran my fingers over his legs and joints, looking for signs of injury or anything abnormal. His irregular breathing continued, but his eyes seemed less wide now.

“You’ll be fine, big guy.” My voice came out softer, almost a whisper. Sweat still ran down my face, but now it was relief starting to surface. Magnus didn’t seem seriously hurt, but something had happened to put him in this state.

I’d need to run some exams, take him to the treatment area, and find out exactly what had pushed Magnus to his limit. But one thing was certain: nobody would do this to one of my horses again.

[image: ]

THE RIDE BACK TO THE main house was filled with restless thoughts. Ronaldo had always been rough, but what he did today crossed the line. I knew I had to talk to my father about it, even though Álvaro Montez was a hard man to convince. He’d always been more practical than sentimental when it came to the farm’s business, and after my brother left, he’d become even harder.

Truth was, that betrayal had hardened both of us. For my father, Oliver’s sexuality wouldn’t have been a problem if he hadn’t fucked my fiancé minutes before my wedding. The weight of that betrayal left a bitter taste in our mouths that was hard to shake.

When I got to the main house, I dismounted from Athena and led her to the stable, leaving her in Caio’s care. He was Lúcia’s son and one of the most trustworthy farmhands. When I finally approached the porch, I heard Maya’s familiar, cheerful voice. She came running to me, her dark curls bouncing as she called out:

“Mommy!” She jumped into my arms with the energy of someone who’d been waiting all day for that moment.

I hugged her tightly, feeling the softness of her little hands on my sweaty face. There was nothing in the world I loved more than that little girl. I carried on my body the marks she’d left when she was born, and in my chest, the love that saved me every single day.

“Hey, my love.” I kissed the tip of her nose, inhaling her sweet scent. “How was your day?”

“I helped Lúcia make a cake!” she answered, her eyes shining with excitement. “But then she said I was making too much of a mess. I wasn’t, okay?”

“I’m sure you were helping a lot.” I smiled, kissing her cheek.

Before we could continue, I heard the sound of my father’s firm boots on the porch floorboards. He stopped near us, arms crossed and a serious expression on his face, which broke the instant my daughter slipped out of my arms and ran to him.

“Grandpaaaaa!!!” Maya shouted, wrapping her arms around my father’s long legs.

“Heard my little filly made a cake today.” He bent down, picking her up.

“I did, and it was yummy!” Excited, she took off her grandfather’s hat, put it on her own head, and nearly had her eyes covered by it.

Álvaro Montez was still a young man. At forty-four, he charmed the women of the region, who threw themselves at the feet of the handsome widower. He’d become a father at eighteen, and after my mother’s death, he decided not to marry again. He had his conquests around town, but he never brought anyone home.

“Maya, go find Lúcia and ask her for a slice for me,” I said gently, knowing my father wanted to discuss something serious with me. “I need to talk to Grandpa now.”

“Okay, but it’ll be quick, right, Mommy?” She narrowed her eyes suspiciously when my father set her down, looking a lot like me—not budging until she got her answer.

“Yes, sweetheart. It’ll be quick,” I confirmed, and only then did she leave, trailing light laughter and leaving her grandfather’s hat behind.

My father bent down, picked up the old hat he’d carried with him for most of his life, and said nothing, heading to his office. But that look already told me I should follow him and expect a good scolding. As soon as we entered, he closed the door behind us, the silence in the room broken only by the ticking of the old wall clock.

“Care to explain what happened today with Ronaldo?” he began, direct, his voice firm and his eyes fixed on me.

“That bastard used the whip on Magnus.” I crossed my arms, trying to contain the irritation that was already starting to rise again. “The horse got so stressed he ended up on the ground, exhausted.”

“And you thought it was a good idea to threaten the man with the same whip?” He frowned, shaking his head in disapproval.

“Someone had to do something.” I shrugged indifferently. “What he did was wrong, and you know it.”

“That’s not how things are settled here, Olivia.” He snorted, taking his hat off and throwing it on the desk. “You’re good with the horses, nobody argues with that. But managing men is another story.”

“Then hire someone who doesn’t mistreat the animals!” I accused without blinking, taken over by indignation.

I knew I wasn’t the heir he’d dreamed of. The man with a dick between his legs who was supposed to take over had run like a coward the same day he betrayed me.

“I’ll hire a new trainer.” He ran his hand over his face, as if trying to keep calm. “Someone who knows how to handle the horses without losing control, but also knows how to keep order among the hands.”

My heart sank a little. The idea of a stranger coming into the farm and taking on such a big responsibility was uncomfortable, but there was no other option. Caio still wasn’t ready for such a difficult position, and I preferred to stay in my own area, just taking care of the animals, away from the other employees.

“You think that’ll solve everything?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

“It’ll solve the problems you’re creating,” he shot back. “Olivia, you need to learn to trust people who know how to handle these situations. You can’t do everything alone.”

Those words hit a sore spot. Trust. I almost laughed in disdain. How could I trust men, when all they knew was lying and betraying? I took a deep breath, meeting his gaze with the same determined look he used to give me.

“I’m not creating problems.” I looked away, uncomfortable. “I’m protecting Magnus. And if that means facing anyone who hurts him, then that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

My father looked at me for a long moment, as if weighing what to say. Finally, he shook his head and sighed.

“I’ll handle it tomorrow. You did your part today. Leave the rest to me.”

Without waiting for an answer, he left the office, leaving me alone with my head full and my chest heavy. I knew he’d take the reins of the situation—he’d always handled everything alone, done everything he could to raise me and Oliver while building this place. And that made me feel like an ungrateful bitch.

Time had taken everything from him. His wife. His son. And what was left of his little girl had turned into a viper, like the farmhands liked to say—someone who could strike at any moment, for no reason. And they were right. No matter who it was, if they got in my way, they’d be met with the strength of someone who learned to survive among beasts. I attacked because I didn’t know how to defend myself any other way anymore.

I ran my hand through my hair, feeling the dried sweat and dust clinging to me like unwanted armor. Outside, the sky had already turned into a veil of stars, but inside me it was as if a storm was still about to break.

If Álvaro Montez wanted to bring in a new trainer, let him. Throw another stranger in my path, another name to test the patience I didn’t have. In the end, they all learned that Montez Farm had its own rules. And the first one was that I didn’t back down.
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CHAPTER 2
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Fernando

THE OLD PICKUP TRUCK’S engine roared loud as I drove down the dirt road. Dust rose around us like a thin curtain, blurring the horizon ahead, but my faithful four-wheeled companion held up like always, with its habit of choking on the hills and complaining in the potholes. Still, I liked it. It was what I had, and I’d earned it with a lot of sweat.

“Are you listening to me, Fernando?” Isabel poked me, breaking my focus on the road. She was stretched out in the seat, bare feet propped up on the dashboard, the way she always did.

“I’m listening, Zabel,” I answered, using her nickname with affection, but keeping my eyes on the road. “I’m just not paying much attention.”

She laughed. That laugh that always carried a little of the girl she used to be. My sister, at twenty-two, had grown into a hardworking woman. She worked on the farms and ranches we passed through, saving her money to go to college someday. I set aside part of my earnings for that too. Investing in her future was the most important thing to me.

“You need to hear this.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her huff with impatience. “They say the woman at the Montez Ranch, this Olivia... man, she’s worse than a rattlesnake.”

I sighed, gripping the steering wheel tighter. I knew Isabel loved gossip, but I wasn’t in the mood for that conversation, and I sure as hell didn’t want her meddling in rumors. The invitation to work at Álvaro Montez’s ranch had come at just the right time, and we couldn’t afford to blow it.

“Zabel, I told you to cut that shit out,” I snapped, shutting it down. “It’s none of our business.”

“It’s not gossip, it’s what people say around here,” she insisted, gesturing with her hands. “They call her the Montez Viper. Can you believe that?” She shook her hands excitedly. “They say nobody can even look at her sideways without walking away with their tail between their legs.”

“Then you better keep that to yourself,” I warned her, and she rolled her eyes, but that little smile still played at the corner of her mouth. “We’re going there to work, not to stick our noses in other people’s lives.”

I knew my sister. Her tongue was faster than a galloping horse, and even though she was sharp, I didn’t want to risk stirring up trouble with the bosses.

“Alright, alright,” she grumbled, crossing her arms like she was doing me a favor. “I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

I looked in the rearview mirror, watching the dust we left behind. It felt like a perfect metaphor for my life. A trail of things I’d rather forget. The truth was, ever since our mother, Marília, left us, I’d learned to swallow my pride and face the work head-on.

She’d walked away without a backward glance, run off with some rich rancher, leaving us with nothing but a handful of bitter memories. My father, José Valente, couldn’t take the humiliation. He killed himself the same day. A shotgun blast to the mouth, in the employees’ quarters where we lived.

I remembered that night well. The silence that settled in, only broken by the sound of the gunshot that ended my father’s life. That was the day I promised myself that Isabel would never go without as long as I had the strength to work. My sister was only eleven. She deserved a normal childhood, without the weight of our problems on her shoulders.

Working hard was just part of the deal. The other part was keeping my head down and avoiding trouble. And that’s what I’d done for years. I’d never had problems at the places I worked. Until my path crossed Pedro Alcântara’s.

The owner of the Rancho do Sol was a mediocre man who thought he was a king because of his money, but he was nothing but a tyrant who liked to humiliate the people who worked for him. I never got close to him. I didn’t give a damn about knowing anything about the bastard. My place was in the stables, and I did what I had to without expecting any recognition. Still, it was impossible not to hear the gossip, especially with Zabel’s motor mouth.

The story going around was that the sorry son of a bitch had been caught fucking his own fiancée’s brother. And that the Viper Isabel was talking about was her. That’s why the woman had turned into the devil incarnate and went around the Montez Ranch kicking people left and right.

“You’re quiet again,” Zabel commented, looking at me sideways.

“Just thinking,” I muttered, scratching my trimmed beard.

“About what?”

“About life.” I shrugged, gripping the wheel firmly. “About everything we’ve been through to get here.”

She was quiet for a moment, then let out a heavy sigh.

“Things would be different if Dad were still here, wouldn’t they?”

“They would. But we’re moving forward now.” I swallowed hard, trying not to show weakness. “And that’s why you need to behave, Zabel. You’re going to work in Álvaro Montez’s house. So don’t gossip. Don’t start shit with the other girls.”

She didn’t answer, but I could see out of the corner of my eye that she was thinking about what I’d said.

The Montez Ranch sign appeared around the curve in the road, and I slowed down. The entrance gate was big, surrounded by a well-kept wooden fence. The place looked different from anything I’d ever seen. Tall trees lined the path, casting shadows over the dirt road. I’d worked on a lot of farms in my life, but none of them compared to the Montez. Rustic and luxurious. The biggest and most specialized in breeding thoroughbred horses.

“Looks like a beautiful place,” Isabel said, breaking the silence.

“Yeah, it does,” I answered, but my attention was suddenly pulled to something ahead.

Or rather, someone.

In the middle of the road, a horse appeared, trotting gracefully, and on its back was a woman. I slammed on the brakes. The sound of tires skidding on the dirt echoed through the quiet countryside.

“Jesus, damn it!” Zabel grabbed the dashboard, letting out a scream of fright as she was thrown forward, stopped by her seatbelt. “You almost ran her over, Fernando!”

I jumped out of the truck, my heart pounding. As soon as the dust settled, I saw her clearly. She was sitting with perfect posture, her black hair tied back in a ponytail that swayed in the wind. Her eyes met mine. Cold. Calculating. Like she was measuring every detail of my face and had already decided she didn’t like what she saw.

It was Olivia Montez. I didn’t need an introduction to know that.

“Can’t you drive, or are you just trying to kill someone?” she asked, her voice sharp as a whip.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t see you in time.” I swallowed my pride and took off my hat, holding it in my hands while I searched for the right words. “You came out of nowhere...”

“I’m not ma’am,” she shot back, her eyes narrowing at me like she was about to shoot me. “And next time, watch where you’re going.”

Isabel chose that moment to get out of the truck, looking at Olivia Montez with a mix of curiosity and admiration. I shot my sister a hard look, but before I could say anything, Olivia pulled on the reins and started to ride away.

“Welcome to the Montez Ranch,” she said over her shoulder, with an irony that left a bitter taste in my mouth.

I stood there for a moment, still holding my hat, as the dust settled. I didn’t know if I was more impressed or annoyed by her attitude. As beautiful as the spiteful woman was, she overflowed with bad temper.

“This is going to be a long beginning,” I muttered, putting my hat back on.

“And you thought I was going to fuck things up.” Isabel, always ready to lighten the mood, let out a little laugh.

I ignored the provocation and got back in the truck. As I drove down the path toward the main house, I couldn’t get Olivia’s image out of my head. All fired up. Sweat dripping down her slender neck. Her fair skin flushed red. Her dirty clothes clinging to her body... Fuck. I needed to get that pest out of my head, not keep my eyes on something I should stay far away from.

Maybe Isabel was right about the nickname. Maybe she really was a viper. But whatever she was, I was determined. I hadn’t left the Rancho do Sol, faced down Pedro Alcântara, and left everything behind just to give up at the first bend. The Montez Ranch was a chance to start over. And I would do whatever it took to prove my worth and make a place for myself there.

Even if it meant facing that Montez Viper head-on.

Olivia

I FOUND MY FATHER IN the stables right after lunch. Every day since Magnus had left the treatment area, he came to visit him, always talking to the skittish stallion who wouldn’t let anyone else near him. We were the only two exceptions.

I knew that, despite his imposing and reserved demeanor, my father worried about Magnus as if he were an extension of himself. That horse was his favorite. The most valuable one in our breeding program. But also the most temperamental. A dangerous combination.

The sound of horseshoes against the packed dirt echoed in the distance as a few ranch hands helped exercise the other horses. The strong smell of hay and leather mixed with the hot afternoon air.

“Any news on Magnus?” My tone came out sharper than I intended, but the worry was there.

My father was leaning over the stall where Magnus rested, stroking the animal’s neck with slow, repetitive movements. Even from outside, I could see the tiredness on his face. Despite his youthful appearance, I could see the years catching up in the few gray strands that had been gaining ground in his dark hair, just like mine. And maybe some of them had appeared because of me.

“He’s responding well, but I don’t like seeing him like this,” he said, without turning to look at me.

I approached slowly, watching Magnus. Even calm, he was a force of nature. The sheen in his dark brown coat was still there, but there was something dim in his eyes. I knew he would need more than rest and medication. He needed someone who understood how to handle him.

“He needs a better trainer,” I murmured, crossing my arms.

“I’ve already taken care of that.” My father let out a dry laugh.

“That fast?” I raised an eyebrow, surprised.

“Yes, daughter.” He nodded. “He should be arriving today.”

My arms fell to my sides, and my heart raced. A new trainer. I hadn’t expected that news. Especially thrown out so casually.

“Who is it?” I asked, trying not to sound as suspicious as I felt.

My father finally turned to face me. His eyes were tired, but steady, which meant he already knew what was coming.

“His name is Fernando Valente.”

“And where did he come from?” I crossed my arms, pressing him. “How long has he worked as a trainer?”

“Fernando doesn’t have any diploma to satisfy your demands, but he’s an experienced man. He’s worked on a lot of farms and has good references.” He shrugged, as if that were enough.

“You hired someone without professional training to take care of thoroughbred horses?” I pressed my lips together, indignant, feeling my brow furrow even more. “Dad, we’re talking about...”

“He was at the Rancho do Sol, Olivia,” he interrupted me, adjusting his hat and letting out a heavy sigh.

My breath caught.

The Rancho do Sol.

How could he hire someone from that place?

Someone who worked for that bastard?

“What?” My voice came out louder than I intended. “You brought someone from the Rancho do Sol here?” A nervous laugh escaped me, pure disbelief. “You have to be kidding me.”

“Fernando moved a few months ago to Vale Sereno. He worked for Pedro for a short time...”

“And I wonder why,” I said, stepping forward, feeling my blood boil. “Nothing good comes from that place, Dad. Nothing!”

He stared at me for a long moment, without blinking. My father had that way of staying calm while the rest of the world seemed to fall apart. It was irritating.

“It’s not the place that defines a person,” he said, his voice low but firm.

“In the case of the Rancho do Sol, it does.” My answer came out sharp. “Everything there is rotten. From the owner to the grass the horses eat.”

“Olivia, enough!” He raised his hand, the way he did when he wanted to end a conversation, but I wasn’t ready to give in.

“You know what this means to me.” Hatred tightened my throat, and I pushed away the memories that threatened to hurt me. “I don’t want anything from Pedro! Not even a goddamn trainer he must have shoved into our ranch...”

“Fernando left because he didn’t agree with the way that man runs things,” he argued, impassive. “And like I said, he has good references. Including from other ranchers.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.” I shook my head, frustrated.

My father took a step forward, getting closer to me. For a moment, I felt the weight of his authority. He rarely used it, but when he did, it was impossible to ignore.

“You’re blinded by hatred and bitterness, Olivia.” His words hit me like a slap. “What happened between Pedro and Oliver is in the past. Your brother is gone. The wedding didn’t happen. Focus on Maya and forget the rest!”

For a moment, I couldn’t answer. Was he right? Maybe. But it was easier to hold on to the anger than to deal with the pain.

“It’s not that simple,” I murmured, looking away.

“It’s not simple, but it’s necessary.” His voice softened. “You’re young, daughter. You need to allow yourself to meet someone...”

“Never!” I roared like a cornered animal.

“Fine. It’s your life.” He raised his hands in surrender. “But you can’t judge Fernando without knowing him first. Just because the man worked with Pedro doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve a chance. Just like anyone else.”

I stayed silent, staring at Magnus, who watched us from the stall with his big, expressive eyes. Maybe it was true. Maybe I was letting my anger at Pedro influence everything around me.

“I just hope he knows what he’s doing,” I said finally, my voice lower.

“He does.” My father put his hand on my shoulder, a gesture of support more than control. “Now, please. Trust me, daughter.”

I sighed, feeling the weight of the argument pressing on my heart. I knew he was right, at least in part. I couldn’t let the past keep controlling me.

But trusting someone from the Rancho do Sol? That was asking too much.

When my father left the stables, I took Athena, saddled her, and mounted up to check on the other horses that were exercising. The sun was strong, and the heat made my skin burn. I tried to focus on the horses galloping in the distance, but my mind kept spinning around that news.

Fernando Valente.

Who is he?

What would it be like to work with someone who came straight from a place I despised so much? And what would he bring to the Montez Ranch?

Those questions followed me as the hot wind stirred my tied-back hair, until a sudden screech of brakes caught my attention. A second later, a wall of muscle stepped out of the old pickup truck with its peeling paint. His shirt was partially open, revealing part of his chest underneath the sweaty fabric. His bronze skin and stormy eyes looked like they had been painted by hand, like a rustic work of art. My heart beat out of rhythm, like it was skipping beats.

I had no doubt that the man in front of me was going to be my newest problem.

Fernando Valente.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Fernando

THE MOMENT I PASSED through the grand entrance gate of the Montez Ranch, the place hit me like a punch to the chest. It was nothing like any of the other ranches I’d worked at. It wasn’t just the size, or the number of horses grazing in the spacious paddocks—it was the obvious care in every detail, the kind of attention to things that only someone who truly loves what they do can pull off.

A far cry from Rancho do Sol, where Pedro Alcântara pretended to care about the animals while giving the horses shoddy treatment, whether it was with feed or medication, on top of pushing them to their limits and demanding results he couldn’t possibly get in such a short time. The bastard was losing horses because of the negligence going on in his ranch, and anyone who didn’t agree with his methods was out.

The pickup truck coughed loudly before I parked it near the main house, the engine rattling like an old man worn out, but it had gotten us here.

“We’re here!” Isabel jumped out before the engine even died, her eyes sparkling with curiosity as she smoothed down her simple floral dress. “Is it as fancy inside as it looks from out here?”

“Keep it together, Zabel.” I sighed, running my hands over the steering wheel for a second before getting out. “Remember what we talked about?”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m just trying to get a feel for the place.” She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “You never know, some rich asshole might notice me.”

“Quit talking nonsense,” I grumbled, slamming the truck door harder than I needed to. I couldn’t help hearing our mother in her words. “This isn’t a soap opera. Nobody’s gonna hand you shit without wanting something in return.”

“I’m just kidding,” she muttered, dropping her head.

I didn’t want to be hard on her. Isabel was a grown woman, she could decide whatever she wanted for her life, but she still had that little-girl naivety, dreams of a future that wouldn’t just fall into her lap without a hell of a lot of work.

“Come on.” I put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close.

As we walked toward the entrance, a tall man with a few streaks of gray creeping into his dark hair, stern features, and an imposing posture came out of the house. Álvaro Montez. I knew he was young—the news articles about his ranch always ran a picture of him at forty-four—but seeing the man in person made me hesitate.

Álvaro was the kind of person who could crush anyone with the tip of his finger, or a single phone call. That meant Isabel and I needed to do our jobs and stay out of trouble.

“Mr. Montez, I’m Fernando Valente.” I held out my hand, trying to project confidence. “This is my sister, Isabel. Like we agreed, she’s willing to help around the house.”

Álvaro shook my hand firmly and nodded at Isabel, who smiled almost a little too wide.

“Glad to have you both here.” His voice was deep, commanding, but not hostile. “Fernando, I’ll explain how the work goes. And my employee Lúcia will teach your sister what she needs to know about the house. She’s practically a housekeeper—knows every corner of this place better than I do.”

Isabel opened her mouth to answer, but I shot her a warning look, and she held back. Álvaro gestured for us to follow him and started walking toward the stables. The place was amazing—wide, well-kept stalls, the smell of fresh hay mixed with the scent of horses, comforting in a way few people would understand.

“Your work here is going to focus on training and handling the horses. We’ve got some valuable animals, but Magnus is our pride and joy.” He stopped in front of one of the stalls, where a glossy dark-brown horse stood. “He’s a purebred Quarter Horse, but temperamental as hell. I’ll show you more tomorrow, when we officially start.”

“Understood, Mr. Montez.” I nodded, taking in every word. “I’ll do my best.”

“I hope so.” Álvaro paused for a moment, sizing me up with that sharp look. “I don’t tolerate carelessness or incompetence. Any problems, you come straight to me.”

Isabel, who’d been quiet until then, flashed a mischievous smile, trying to lighten the tense mood.

“What about your daughter?” I snapped my head toward her so fast I nearly twisted my neck. “She’s not gonna be pissed that my brother almost ran her over?”

“Zabel...” My voice came out low, but full of warning.

Álvaro raised an eyebrow, but a faint smile appeared, like he found the question amusing.

“Olivia isn’t easy, but you two will be fine if you keep your distance from her,” he warned, which wasn’t news. In town, everyone talked about the bitter, hot-tempered woman.

I nodded quickly, while Isabel shrugged. We headed back to the old pickup, and Álvaro got into his Hilux, leading us to a small workers‘ cottage set apart from the main house but still on the property.

As soon as we got out, Isabel grabbed her little suitcase and followed the boss. I picked up mine, still wary. Arriving somewhere new, surrounded by strangers, always made me tense—especially because of my sister. I was terrified someone would take advantage of her naivety.

I took a deep breath and followed them inside the cottage. It was simple but cozy, with two bedrooms and a modest kitchen. For us, it was more than enough, especially compared to the shack we’d had at Rancho do Sol.

“This is where you’ll stay. Early tomorrow, I’ll come by to introduce you to the rest of the ranch and the horses.” Álvaro put his hands in his pockets, looking at us seriously. “If you need anything, talk to me or Lúcia. She’ll be by in a little while to introduce herself.”

“Thank you, Mr. Montez,” I said, and he just nodded before walking away, leaving us alone to explore the place.

Isabel made a beeline for the bigger bedroom, tossing her little suitcase onto the bed.

“Not bad, huh, bro?” she teased, wiggling her eyebrows, excited. “Better than that dump at Rancho do Sol.”

“Don’t start.” I sighed, looking around. “We’re here to work, Zabel. This isn’t a vacation or a party.”

“I know, but can I at least be happy I don’t have moldy walls in my bedroom?” she grumbled, annoyed.

“Listen—be polite, don’t talk back to Mrs. Lúcia, respect her, and stay away from the boss and his daughter,” I warned, and she rolled her eyes. “I’m serious, Zabel.”

“I’ll be working in the house—you want me to pretend I don’t see them, for Christ’s sake?” she huffed, unpacking her few belongings. “Got it. I’ll just close my eyes when they show up in front of me!”

“Keep your mouth shut, and we won’t have any problems,” I said, and she nodded.

“It’s gonna work out, Nando.” Isabel’s voice was softer now. “I know it will.”

I wanted to believe her. I really did. But Álvaro’s words were still echoing in my head, along with the bitter memory of Rancho do Sol. I had a lot to prove and no room for mistakes. I needed to control my temper, keep my head down, and do my work the way my father taught me. I couldn’t fail. Not this time. Not with Isabel counting on me and a chance like this in my hands.

A little while later, Lúcia, Álvaro Montez’s employee, showed up to introduce herself. She brought two boxed dinners and said she’d bring supplies the next day—groceries the boss provided for employees living on the ranch. With her came her son, Caio, one of the ranch hands, who was about Isabel’s age.

I noticed the guy stared at my sister way too long, and she was all smiles for the bastard. Luckily, the interaction didn’t last long, and the two of them left. When night fell and silence settled over the ranch, I let myself relax a little.

The distant sound of horses neighing and the smell of the fields were comforting. Isabel was already in bed, but I was still awake, sitting on the porch of the little cottage. My thoughts were racing a mile a minute when I heard the pounding of hooves on dry earth. In the distance, I saw her—a woman tearing past like a hurricane, riding a mare.

Olivia Montez was the person I was supposed to stay away from. In fact, I wouldn’t even allow myself to look at her again. With her reputation as a witch, and after the incident earlier, it was better if I never crossed her path again.

Women like Olivia were a reminder that the world I lived in was worlds apart from theirs. The Montezes had more power and influence than anyone else, and I hoped I wouldn’t have any trouble—just wanted to get stable and send Isabel to college. I wanted her to have a future different from mine.

There, under the starry sky, with a light breeze rustling the trees, I let myself feel a moment of hope. But when I heard the horse approaching again, I knew trouble was coming. And it didn’t take long for the biggest one to materialize in front of me, in the shape of a beautiful, hot-tempered woman.

Olivia

“AND SO, THE WARRIOR princess on her horse, with courage and cunning, defeated the dragon, saved the kingdom, and proved that even the greatest challenges can be overcome with determination.” I closed the book slowly, looking at Maya, who was now fast asleep. “And so she lived happily, protecting those she loved.”

She was gripping her teddy bear so tightly it looked like she was guarding a treasure. A soft smile rested on her lips, and her calm breathing made it clear she’d given in to exhaustion.
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