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London Freeman

One Year Ago

NO WOMAN UNDERSTANDS how strong love is for a man.

We don’t love anyone halfway.

We don’t give ourselves unless it’s real.

There are people who will never understand what love is.

And I am no longer available for it.

It’s an incontestable fact.

No woman is worth how much I give to a relationship or how far I’m willing to go for her.

“You were pregnant,” I state what she told me two months ago, which, as a result, made me the happiest man in all of Texas. “The child was mine.” Her gaze shifts from mine, as if it pains her to look at me. “Looking into my eyes, you said you loved me and that this was our family.” I can’t contain how choked my voice is. “What changed?”

Dakota shrinks before me.

She slides both hands up her arms as if looking into my eyes for a second is too much for her.

It probably is.

What idiot would offer her the world, blinded by passion?

What kind of man would look into her eyes, declare himself, plan the biggest wedding ceremony in Texas to satisfy her desire, and finally be with the woman he loves?

“London, you don’t understand,” she says, then turns to see if anyone is nearby. Within seconds, she steps out of the house and closes the door behind her. “I love you.”

Is she even listening to herself?

How does she have the nerve to say that?

“How do you love me?” I question, incredulous. “I didn’t understand your love.”

She takes a deep breath and places both hands on my face.

“I can’t live without you,” she whispers, pulling my face close to hers. “I love you like I’ve never loved any man. I’m yours, London... no man has ever made me feel what you do.”

You know what’s the worst part of all this?

I know it’s true.

Dakota has belonged to me since the first second I laid eyes on her.

She gave herself to me, body and soul.

But I was wrong to imagine that declaring to the entire country that she would be my wife and the mother of my child would be the happy ending to this mess of feelings.

“Where did that change?” I ask for the thousandth time. “How do you suddenly show up married to this man? And worse, how dare you tell me you were wrong about the paternity of the child you’re carrying?” She averts her eyes from my face once more. “You gave yourself to another man even knowing you belonged to me?”

She swallows hard and steps closer again.

“Can you keep your voice down?” she whispers, her hand near my lips. “This is different... he’s my first love, the man I swore I’d marry and...” She lets out a sigh. “I didn’t want it to be like this, but...”

“You cheated on me with him,” I state, since she’s incapable of answering a question. “You deceived me, lied, and...”

The door she closed is suddenly opened.

There, appearing, is the man she traded me for.

“What are you doing, Dakota?!” he bellows suddenly. The shock makes her recoil roughly. “Why is he here?”

She should be ashamed of this.

Throwing all our promises, our future, in the trash and making a fool of me, but I swear she will regret this.

There is nothing in Dakota that can make her happy after she crossed my path and ruined my life, my name, and worse, the reputation my family built in this country.

She will bitterly regret it.

“This child you’re expecting,” I say, because this won’t end here, “is it mine or his? Be honest.”

She turns her face to me with a snap.

“It’s mine,” the guy asserts, before she can. “Because, even when she started sleeping with you, she never stopped occupying my bed.”

What?!

I had to leave my house, cross Houston from one end to the other, to hear this? The disbelief that overwhelms me is so great I can only shake my head and smile.

“She just said she’s mine,” I repeat her words. “That she loves me.” My gaze locks with hers. “And that no man gives her pleasure like I do.” I turn to face him then. “Your heart is quite expansive, it seems, Dakota.”

“When are you going to accept that you lost?”

I let out a laugh, even though all this makes me want to pummel this guy until his dying hour.

“I want a DNA test,” I demand. “Then, after it’s done, I’ll decide who lost here.” I raise my index finger and point at her. “You don’t want me as an enemy, Dakota. Don’t dare go this far. Or I’ll destroy you and this pile of shit you’ve put in front of me. You know I can do it in the snap of a finger.”

I turn, giving my back to the two of them, and walk with quick steps to leave, but they wouldn’t let me get far.

Bastards like them couldn’t.

“Hey,” he calls.

“Stop... please... don’t say...”

I stop walking and turn my head over my shoulder to see him with a sideways smile, his hands in his pants pockets.

“She was with me and you at the same time,” he states, staring at me with a confidence that destroys me. “Used protection in every encounter she had with you. Want to know how I know that?” Perhaps I shouldn’t. “She told me everything... and I was the one who gave her all the birth control.” I arch an eyebrow, then stare at her. Who is this woman? “She only stayed with you for so long because we didn’t have the money to get out of the gutter.” He opens his arms and points to the mansion they live in now. “Because of you, we now have enough to live like two decent people. Thank you for that, London.”

A stab wound would have hurt less.

“London, I...”

“Is it true?” I question, looking her in the eyes.

He can’t bear the silence for long.

You can’t expect this cruel woman to have the capacity to speak for herself.

“We discussed what would be best to make you open your wallet faster: marriage or an heir.” How can someone be so brazen as to say all this as if it were normal? It was my life they decided to play with. “We decided she’d stop using protection as soon as she traveled to Milan.” I swallow dryly, remembering I spent three weeks away on business. “We made that child while you were there.”

Not even London Freeman is immune to being deceived.

But you come from a family that would never admit to such disrespect.

A blow against a Freeman? It’s like an unforgivable crime.

You are fated to pay for it until the end of your life.

It hurts to hear all this, having a decorated house, guests who came from the other side of the world to witness the new phase of my life.

If she, along with her accomplice, is capable of going this far, I won’t hold back from crossing lines either.

“What do you expect to happen, now that you’ve said all this?” I question, staring at him. “What do you expect me to do?”

He shrugs.

“You can’t have us arrested,” he says with a sideways smile. “Deal with the fact that you were deceived, and that the woman you thought was yours, is and always has been another man’s.”

I nod in agreement with a sideways smile, then step closer to him.

“What do you know about the Freemans?” I question, staring at him. “You think being arrested is the worst that can happen to an enemy?”

Dakota then tries to step between us.

But it’s too late.

“London, please...” Her tear-filled eyes don’t move me. To think that everything she ever told me, everything she promised, was a lie... my desire to destroy her only grows. “Move on with your life... leave us.”

With my heart in pieces, I bring my face close to hers.

“The sentence you’re going to pay, Dakota, has no price.” I display a sideways smile, but there’s no taste more bitter than seeing this man place his hand on her waist and pull her close to him. It hurts, but I won’t falter. “Believe me. You’ll wish you had never entered my life.”

Or my name isn’t London Freeman.
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London Freeman

One Year Later

I CAN SMELL INNOCENCE from miles away.

I recognize a pure gaze, sweet as honey, like no other human could.

Spending so long in the company of wicked snakes has taught me to read people’s intentions just by looking into their eyes.

“You don’t know this, but I’ll tell you: it’s impossible to get that land,” says Ranger, my middle brother, without a trace of humor. “The owners built it up with their own hands, raised their daughter on what it gave them, and it’s obvious to everyone they’d never sell.”

He should be giving me some hint about how to approach the owners, but instead, he chooses to discourage me.

Do I need that? Of course not!

But I’m not known for letting others’ opinions sway me.

My name is London, and expanding the Freeman family territory is my priority.

I spend all my free time looking for land to acquire, businesses to build, and new ventures to invest in on behalf of the Freemans.

As the only heir with a degree in Business Administration, that’s my role in the operation, while Ranger, my middle brother and the family economist, handles the books, the cash flow, and negotiations with partners.

Our oldest brother, with all his aptitude geared toward the land, handles the heavy labor alongside some of our cousins.

“You haven’t seen me negotiate yet,” I murmur, equally humorless. “Just wait and see them change their minds in the blink of an eye.”

It’s rare to see Ranger laugh so openly when he’s with family.

Part of the minimal happiness that still exists inside me comes from how brightly his face lights up when he breaks into a smile that wide.

“They won’t,” Ranger decrees after laughing his fill.

How can he be so sure?

He’s not close with any of them; he can’t be so convinced they’d never sell the land.

Damn, it would be incredible for business. They’re the only plot adjacent to ours. It’s the best option for expansion. What’s his problem?

I let out a sigh.

Ahead of us, Scott gallops on horseback in his most determined attempt yet to lasso a steer. Or is it a cow?

I have no idea.

Pasture and anything related to the land isn’t my forte.

Acres, environmental reserves, the ability to convince anyone they should sell me their land for well below market value—that’s my area of expertise.

If there’s anyone in Texas who can persuade a person, it’s me.

“Bet me they will.”

Ranger climbs down from the wooden fence where we were sitting under the season’s hottest sun and turns to face me.

“You, spending more time in the city, don’t know them, but I do, and so does Scott.” His gaze on me is serious, but it doesn’t intimidate me. “They’re humble folks. They value every inch of land they own because they built it with their own hands.”

I roll my eyes.

Ranger doesn’t know how my negotiations work.

Once I start talking to them, put a good number on the table, the last thing on their minds will be refusal.

I’m the best in this family at expanding territory for a reason.

“Do they have kids?”

I narrow my eyes, because if the answer is yes, I already have that land in the palm of my hand.

The young ones, full of ambition, are usually convinced even faster than their parents, since they don’t have the same depth of feeling for the land as those who’ve worked it themselves.

“Yes, they do,” he replies, then brushes his hands on his dress pants. “But you won’t get anywhere with her.”

I snort.

Just from the “her,” I know the game is already won.

Women are usually convinced just by looking at me.

And that’s a statement of fact, not my ego running wild.

What woman in Texas doesn’t want to be chosen by a Freeman?

There isn’t a single time I’m anywhere in this state that I go unnoticed by the ranchers’ daughters.

“I bet I can,” I state, and he rolls his eyes.

“They’re our neighbors...”

“And that’s exactly why I want that land.”

Ranger lets out a sigh and, impatient, puts a hand on his hip.

“Don’t interrupt me,” he mutters through clenched teeth. I do my best not to be childish enough to roll my eyes again, though the urge is strong. “They were always highly respected by our parents, and there’s been mutual support between the ranches for years.” And here he goes, bringing our deceased parents into it. “As for their daughter...” He swallows dryly, annoyed. “She’s not the type of person you want to offer money to for her family’s land.”

“What if she is?”

“She’s not,” he decrees again, then runs his hands through his hair. “And I don’t want you disrespecting her.”

What the hell?

Is he in love with her?

Or does he have some issue with our other brother?

I’ve never seen my brother so concerned about someone, so worried she might be offended.

“Are you involved with her?”

Ranger sighs and puts both hands on his hips.

“Sometimes I forget you’re the biggest asshole I’ve ever met,” he murmurs through gritted teeth. “But no. She’s just a good neighbor, from a decent family that was very close to our parents, and I don’t want them put through that discomfort.”

What he’s not saying is that he already has some fixed idea of her in his head, and that’s why he doesn’t want me anywhere near.

But look, I couldn’t care less.

My brother, or whatever bond he has with them, won’t stop me from growing this ranch.

“Before I got here, I saw the owners,” I say after a sigh. “They do seem humble, sure, but... I’m not convinced.”

I’ll only be convinced after I talk to them.

Seeing from a distance isn’t enough.

I’ve spent too much time around all kinds of people.

Money makes the best of them show their dark side.

I’ve seen people change in an instant because of it.

“Dare to upset them, and I’ll smash that pretty-boy face of yours.”

Ranger is starting to piss me off.

I’m the one who handles expanding this land.

And their property is right next to ours.

It’s perfect for increasing this ranch’s value and allowing us to offer even more products.

Can’t he see that?

“I just want the land.”

“We don’t need it.”

“I need it.”

Ranger sighs.

“Why?”

“We can expand the pasture, run more head of cattle, put up another shed for coffee harvest,” I state the obvious.

Is it hard for him to think, or is it just me?

My older brothers have always been my reference points, especially after our parents died.

But there are so many things I can only look at and think: are they messing with me, or is this stupidity for real?

Who turns down a land expansion because of friendships?

It’s as if he’s innocent, pretending not to know there’s no loyalty for anyone outside the family.

People go where the money is.

They won’t think twice about going against the Freemans if the money’s on the other side.

It’s a fact.

“They won’t accept,” he states, looking me in the eye. “You’d better give up.”

I won’t.

Now that he’s thrown up so many barriers, I feel even more challenged.

“What does their daughter do with her life?” I ask, staring him down.

“She does what she wants,” he replies with a simplicity that makes me sigh. “Picks flowers, sells them at the market, helps her parents with the horses, sings at night in a restaurant in town.”

I snort, unable to believe it.

She sings at night and sells flowers?

Wow, how impressive.

And she’s the one who thinks she’s going to stand in my way?

“I bet I can buy that land in a week,” I say and, without giving him time to stop me, I turn. “I’ll be back when I have the deed of sale.”

“Don’t forget what I said,” my brother warns, but I don’t stop walking. “If you offend them, I’ll break you in half.”

I raise a hand and wave.

He probably has no idea how self-interested people can be.

But if I have to sacrifice myself to make my brother wiser about who he lets into his life, then that’s what I’ll do.
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London Freeman

MY BROTHER SAID SHE sang in a restaurant.

So... that’s a lie.

She sings in a bar, full of drunken men in love with her.

Of course Ranger is wrong.

And I didn’t want to be the one to show him the truth.

He could see for himself that the woman he painted so vividly for me this morning is nothing like he imagines, but I’ll let him discover that on his own.

Maybe that way he won’t stop me from buying her parents’ land in the coming days.

“What can I get you to drink, sir?” asks some random young woman.

“The best drink in the house.”

If such a thing exists.

Judging by the ancient floorboards creaking with every step I take, or the ceiling riddled with termite damage, I wouldn’t give this place a year before it collapses on someone’s head.

I just hope it’s not mine. After all, I have a long and very prosperous life to enjoy.

“Here you are,” she says, before setting the glass on the table. “It’s a whiskey that’s famous with the older crowd.”

She flashes a smile and, without meeting my eyes, walks away.

Usually, they make eye contact, offer their number, or rub their extravagant cleavage in my face.

It’s abnormal that, for the first time, none of that happened.

Something must be off tonight.

Or there’s some other good catch in the room.

Well, I don’t care.

Anything that doesn’t steal the slightest bit of my intellect is already a blessing.

“Are you a Freeman?” I hear, a moment after taking a sip of the drink they brought me. “Oh, my God! What a surprise!”

I turn to see a woman with wrinkled skin pull an empty chair next to me, only to drag it to another table.

“Excuse me, but...” I clear my throat, breathless from how horrible the drink they gave me is. “How do you know me?”

She leans closer and places a hand on the table.

As far as I know, I asked at the entrance about the Simmon’s only daughter and the bartender told me everything I needed to know, but I didn’t say who I was.

Besides, I don’t spend much time out here in the sticks.

I spend most of my days in downtown Houston.

“Aren’t you the youngest Freeman son?” she asks, but I don’t dare confirm it. “The one who was supposed to get married last year?”

I let out a sigh.

It was only a matter of time before someone brought that up.

This is exactly why I spend more time in the city than in this godforsaken backwater.

The people here are unbearable and gossipy.

Her life must be unbearably dull if she has to watch and mind mine! What a ridiculous question.

I was going to get married, but I didn’t.

Instead, there was a scandal and I ended the life of the person who destroyed my feelings.

Simple as that.

Do I have to give an account to some nosy old woman? No!

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, then take another sip of the disgusting drink.

I regret it the same second.

The main reason is that the drink is the worst I’ve ever tasted in my life.

If this is the best the waitress could find, I don’t want to imagine the worst.

Famous with the older crowd because it’s enough to make them dig their own graves and go to sleep for good, I’m sure.

How must business be with the local funeral homes?

“The Freemans all look so alike, that’s why I thought you were one of them,” the older woman comments, but I shake my head with a grimace. “Handsome as Ranger. Seductive as Scott...”

I’m flattered, but there’s nothing in me that makes me want to engage in any kind of conversation with this gossip.

“I’m not,” I lie, which finally makes her back away.

I set the glass back down on the wooden table and take a deep breath, in my best attempt to overcome the worst sensation of my life.

Just thinking about it gives me the chills.

“I know you’ve all been waiting for this!” I shift my gaze to the stage, where the young waitress who just served me grabs the microphone and announces. “The main show of the night is about to begin!”

A chorus of applause and shouts, mostly male, makes me sigh.

What an outrage!

I shouldn’t be going through this just to get some damn land, and still under threat from my asshole brothers.

The suit-and-tie Ranger could have thought of this before me.

And the wild Scott could have handled it.

But of course, the only thinking being in this family is the one who had to take the first step, right?

“Kendra!” they shout in unison. “Kendra!”

Suddenly, I feel like I’m at a superstar’s concert.

Even if by their standards.

And it scares me.

“Are you calling for me?”

The voice is... something so impactful it gives me chills.

My body trembles, shakes, and I widen my eyes, waiting for her to approach.

Is it because of this damn drink?

“Yes!” the people shout. “Come on, Kendra!”

I never thought I’d encounter something like this in a fifth-rate bar, in the middle of the week, out here in the sticks.

“I’m coming... just a little bit more and...” My eyes widen in the deepest astonishment as I’m confronted with the slender, stunning, beautiful face that appears at the edge of the stage. “Shall we hear a little of A Bar Song?”

They barely respond and she begins to sing.

She holds a microphone attached to a stand in the center of the stage and lets her softer, lyrical, haunting intonation envelop the people, who clap, stand up, and start to dance.

Stunned, confused, and unable to understand what’s happening, I feel lost.

Her smile and the intense sparkle in her gaze catch me off guard.

Was my bad mood leading me to judge things the wrong way?

Am I going crazy?

Or is it her, with that look full of a brilliance I never expected to find at any point in my future or present, who has pulled me out of the rut I was stuck in?

Mouth agape, I watch her pull the microphone from the stand before shaking her body from side to side.

Her powerful voice takes over and I... feel my heart accelerate in a way I haven’t felt in a year.

“My God,” I whisper in a breath of rationality. “What is happening to me?”

No... I can’t let myself be pushed into this again.

I swore, in the name of my departed parents, that I wouldn’t live a single miserable feeling that reminded me of the past.

I shake my head before standing up.

Lost among the people singing and dancing, I try my best to get the hell out of this bar.

This drink...

It’s what’s made me like this!

It has nothing to do with the siren enchanting with her voice up on that stage.

Every inch of my skin is hot, my heart is racing, and I can’t steer my thoughts away from that hypnotizing smile.

“Hell!” I curse, hitting my own head. “What is this shit?”

Maybe I should sue this place.

If this is an attempt at mass murder, they’re getting damn close to succeeding.
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London Freeman

I WILL NEVER BE BESTED by a bad drink.

I’m not known as a man who gives up easily on what he wants.

I might have felt something strange, something that unsettled me, but I’m sure that feeling was because of the alcohol.

It couldn’t possibly have been anything else.

The next morning, after a rough night at the hotel I’m staying in, I decide the best thing I can do is visit the area I intend to conquer.

Observing the surroundings, like someone just passing through, I might be able to spot the owners and even have a conversation with them.

Part of the art of a good purchase is profiling the seller.

Or, in this case, the victim.

“Why don’t you stay at the ranch?” Scott asks after taking a sip of his breakfast coffee. “I don’t get why you don’t use your room at home or take another space.”

I let out a sigh.

He should know this without me having to answer.

“It’s a place that doesn’t suit me.”

He stares at me as if I’m an idiot.

“It’s your space,” he corrects, his tone more rigid and direct. “It’s your home, where your family is.”

I close my eyes.

I always regret coming out to the country, because the litany never changes. Either they start harping on about how I never spend any time here, or about how distant I am from them.

The reality is, I’m not like them, even though our age difference is small.

Scott found his world in the countryside.

For Ranger, it makes no sense at all to stray from the land our parents built.

But I’m different.

I studied abroad since I was a teenager and I’m more accustomed to the big city than the country.

Even though I do business with land, I’m still not the person to be here.

If it weren’t for these properties bordering ours, I wouldn’t be here now.

That’s a fact.

Downtown Houston, with the company I opened there under the Freeman name, is my place, and it’s also where I’ll return as soon as I achieve my goal.

Nothing would make me stay here longer than necessary.

“I get it,” I reply, before standing up. “But I’ve already built my home in the city.”

I set the napkin aside, along with the rest of the coffee that’s become impossible to digest since Scott started talking.

“Your home is here,” he decrees once more.

“That’s what you think.”

Seconds later, as if to back up my older brother, Ranger appears.

In a dark blue suit, his favorite color, with a white shirt underneath, pants of the same shade, and black shoes, the man—whose muscles are as prominent as Scott’s and mine—approaches the dining room.

“What’s the topic?” he asks, his gaze shifting from one of us to the other. “Don’t tell me it’s still about the land.”

I roll my eyes.

“What land?” Scott has no idea why I’m here. “What are you talking about?”

As always, Scott’s accomplice, Ranger pulls out a chair and sits at the table.

“He wants to buy the Simmons’ land.”

In response, Scott whips his head toward me.

“You better stop,” he decrees, finger pointed. “I don’t want to hear about any dealings or trouble with them.” I sigh, unable to believe they share the same stance on these people. “They’re practically family, and I don’t want to hear about you trying to take their land.”

I shove my hands into my pants pockets.

“I don’t know who they are or what they did to you two, but they’re going to end up getting hurt.”

Well, now they’re both staring at me as if I’m the crazy one here.

“What do you mean?” Ranger asks, making a face.

“You shouldn’t trust people that much.” Frozen, they exchange a glance before looking back at me. “You can think I’m crazy or whatever, but no one deserves the level of consideration you’re giving these people.”

Scott pushes his chair back and stands.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but stay away from them,” he decrees again. “We’re brothers. Respect between us has always prevailed, and I expect it to stay that way for a long time.”

Is he saying that if I mess with their little protégés, the respect ends?

That’s absurd!

We’re brothers.

Shouldn’t that prevail?

The bond we have shouldn’t break even if I were wrong, so why would he say that all of a sudden?

Is it that woman?

I scoff, incredulous.

They wouldn’t treat me like this over some relationship, right?

My head aches before I can even find an answer.

“Do you have, or have you ever had, something going on with their daughter?” I ask, unable to hold back.

“Look, I’ve heard enough,” Scott says, walking away. “I’m going to work.”

I watch his back disappear outside and, in shock, shift my gaze to my middle brother.

“Just answer the damn question.”

“Is that what you need?” He takes a sip of coffee, his eyes on mine. “We haven’t and never will have something with their daughter, because she’s our protégée, like a little sister.”

The shock leaves me so incredulous I can’t process it.

That woman from last night, up on that stage, really managed to brainwash my brothers to the point they’d team up against me.

My head is too full to stay near them any longer, so I walk out of this house. Once outside, I face the mountain farthest from our property, the considerably large house, and the flower garden.

I don’t know how I never noticed this property before.

It’s perfect for expanding the factory.

I can look at it and see a large business concentrated where the huge house stands. Where the flower garden is, we could build a pen to hold more cattle or goats.

If I hadn’t studied the map of the surrounding area, looking for a property, I wouldn’t have realized we could use it.

But now, on top of having a seller who might not accept my offer, I have my idiot brothers, who let themselves be fooled by a friendship that didn’t even grow up with us.

They were our parents’ friends.

And our parents aren’t here anymore.

But that doesn’t stop them from turning against me.

“How can they be so stupid?” I mutter, irritated.

I glance from side to side.

I notice Scott is busy with the cow pasture, and knowing Ranger is still drinking his coffee, I start walking very quickly toward the ideal space for acquisition.

They don’t need to know I’m going.

Or that I’m trying to get it.

If I succeed, they only need to know it’s ours.

Don’t they say it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission?

There will be no argument once the factory is built or with hundreds of head of cattle concentrated here.

A victorious smile is on my face when, after minutes of hurried walking, I reach the fragile wooden fence that separates one property from the other.

I’m a Freeman.

Approaching them isn’t difficult.

“Kendra!” My eyes widen at the sound of the mature female voice, a little distant. “Come have breakfast!”

Suddenly, from somewhere in the middle of the flower beds, I see the woman stand up, and I was not prepared to see that singer from a cheap, failing establishment wearing a pair of pajamas so short.

Her shapely legs are on full display, but it’s her small, pert breasts inside a tight, tiny top, rolled up just beneath the curve of her chest, that paralyze me.

This is an open area.

From where I was standing, on my house’s porch, I could see her...

“I’m coming, Mom!” she shouts back.

With mud-caked boots on her feet, her legs dirty with soil, as is her face, she walks toward the back door of that house.

The whole scene seems even more fantastical in my head.

Words get stuck in my throat, especially when she turns around, revealing her rounded backside as she pulls off the boots.

A tingling in my hands makes me clench them into fists.

And it’s for the sole reason that there’s a massive desire to grab her.

Not just touch her or squeeze her, but spend a good while caressing her.

My eyes widen again at this idiotic thought.

What is going through my head?

What am I thinking?

Shouldn’t I approach and try to talk to one of them? So, what...

I take a sharp breath, but my heart, going against the grain, pounds hard.

“Am I sick?” I ask myself, my hand on my chest.

Why would I react like this over someone I don’t even know?

After everything I went through the last time I felt like this, I’m sure my brain, at the peak of its control, wouldn’t throw me into the same trap another damn time.

A Freeman doesn’t go back for what threw him into the gutter.

If I turn around, even if startled, with my heart racing wildly and my body cold as ice, it’s because this cannot happen to me in any way.

Not to me.

And not just because I saw her half-dressed.

Or just because her voice does something to me.

I must just have lost my mind.

Yes, that’s it.

I just need to work.

Once my head is buried in work, I’ll be able to come back and take possession of this land. My brothers will learn the lesson that they can’t trust everyone, and I’ll be able to build... whatever I want.

But not now.

I can’t.

There’s something wrong with me.

And I need to make it go away.
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London Freeman

“I’VE WAITED SO LONG to see you, sir!” my secretary says the moment I set my briefcase on the desk. “You have no idea what’s going on!”

I didn’t let myself think too much. As soon as I’d gathered my things, I took the helicopter that’s always at my disposal back to Houston City.

I knew I’d feel comfortable the moment my feet touched a runway.

No earth, no flowers, no strange singers who stir something different inside me.

Nothing that puts me in danger of regressing to what sent me to the bottom of the pit.

I feel great facing Gavin, after so long hating this.

Away from the ranch, I can even manage a comfortable smile.

“Tell me what happened.”

I immediately pull out the chair and sit down at the computer.

All I need is a mountain of problems to solve, paperwork to read and dispatch, then other lands to visit.

Anything that makes me forget, at all costs, what I want to avoid.

With enough work, there’s no time to let the mind go empty, teetering on the temptation to think or to let a stranger become my new home.

“Me? I don’t need anything,” he says, before swallowing dryly. “But there’s someone very keen on making your life a living hell.”

I let out a heavy sigh.

There are, in fact, several with that goal.

The ones who can’t handle my temper and work at this company. The ones who can’t bend me in negotiations. The ones who can’t handle my ‘no.’ And that’s just the beginning.

“Tell me something new.”

I hope all this gives me a bit of a thrill today.

Maybe the frequency with which I’ll have to move to sort it all out will keep me more focused on what I need.

“A name?”

“Go on.”

“Dakota,” he replies, and the surprise it yields is so great I turn my face toward him. “I swear I tried as hard as I could, I called you, but the call never went through.”

I let out a heavy sigh.

The countryside is terrible for maintaining communication, but, to my complete surprise, I didn’t miss picking up my phone or computer at all during these days back.

It’s good to see my brothers.

To be near them.

Despite our differences, they are my family.

The problem, it seems, is the news that surrounds them.

“And what does she want?”

That’s another detail that scares me.

The name of the woman I chose to be my wife, whom I let into my life, into my heart, no longer stirs any feeling in my chest.

Before, even after the end, I’d feel nervous.

I’d tremble just thinking of her with the man who teamed up to deceive me, betray me, and play with my feelings in exchange for money.

In the end, everything we lived through was just for him.

She looked into my eyes and said she was mine, and the next moment I discovered she’d faked a pregnancy just to squeeze money from my pocket.

It shouldn’t scare me.

Or surprise me in the least that she wants something from me now.

But it takes a lot of guts to try to get close.

“She’s the most bizarre person I’ve ever seen,” he says, before pulling a chair over to sit. He puts both arms on the desk and leans over it. It’s as if he’s about to tell a secret no one else should hear... except we’re alone in this room. “She threatened to make a huge scene and tell everything she knows about the Freemans if you didn’t see her.”

I never trusted people easily.

But she managed to strip that from me without much effort.

An innocent smile and a bat of her eyelashes, conveying all the affection I’d craved my whole life, were enough to make me focus on a person who wasn’t the least bit inclined to be truly mine.

Even though the disappointment was gigantic, even though it made me look like a fool before the entire country, I learned a valuable lesson: never give yourself over.

No matter how strong your feeling is.

Or if it makes you believe you can reach the moon just to take a piece of it and hand it to that person.

Never, under any circumstances, lose yourself for someone.

In the end, you lose yourself, you lose the other person, and there will be no scraps left to cling to.

All you’ll have to deal with until the end of your days is the loneliest, most anguishing emptiness that can exist.

“She’s bluffing,” I reply, humorlessly. “Let her cry, let her make a scene, let her scream. Nothing about her stirs any feeling in me.”

Gavin stares at me for a moment.

I look away. He knows how much I suffered, and the way he looks at me shows he pities me.

There is nothing more depressing than being worthy of any human being’s pity.

And I will not be the one to receive that sentiment.

I refuse.

“I’m afraid it’s not just drama, sir,” he whispers, and it’s the warning in his tone that makes me look at him again. “She’s serious.”

I sigh.

“If that’s the case, file a police report in my name and...”

I barely finish speaking when the door to my office is shoved open.

The shock makes me put a hand to my chest as she appears there, her chest heaving violently.

Within seconds, two security guards come running.

“I knew you were here,” she says, but her breathing is labored, heavy. “I need to talk to you.”

The bitterness that floods my palate is immense.

“Who do you think you are, barging into my office?” I demand, standing up. “Get out.”

I point toward the door, but she lifts her chin and, instead of obeying, only steps further into the office.

“I’m not going anywhere without talking to you,” she decrees as if she runs anything here. “Get out.”

“Who said you give any orders here?” I put a hand on Gavin’s chest when he takes a step to the side. “The order is mine. You get out of here.”

She arches an eyebrow and puts both hands on her hips.

“I repeat, I’m not going anywhere,” she declares, which only makes me sigh. “I waited for days for a chance to talk to you. Now that I have it, I will not move from this spot.”

Worse than seeing her determined expression is noticing my employees exchanging glances, as if this were a normal lovers’ quarrel.

“What are you waiting for? Get her out of here,” I demand of the guards.

They blink, as if they don’t understand.

“London!” she shouts, her face growing redder. “Listen to me!”

Instead, I pull out my chair and sit back down.

“You lost your chance when I discovered the fraud you are,” I murmur, then focus on the papers on my desk. “I’ll only say it one more time: get out.”

The movement makes me look up.

That’s when I see they’re gesturing for her to head for the door, but, determined as she is, that’s not going to happen.

“I need your help!” Her hands clench into tight fists at her sides. “Help me divorce my husband.”

I stare at her for a long second.

I hope to find a joke or a prank that will make me break into a huge smile and start laughing.

But no.

She’s serious.

“After seducing me, stealing my money, trying to pull a pregnancy scam on me, you really have the nerve to storm into my office and demand I help you?”

Where did she get the idea she has that right?

Or that I would do that for her?

For God’s sake, how absurd!

“And what was the price for that?” Her eyes grow red. Tears stream down her face. “I lost you...”

“That won’t work on me,” I state, with no time to listen to her. “Get her out.”

Immediately, she shakes her head.

“No!” she screams, trying to shake the guards’ hands off her arms. “Listen to me! Please!”

I let out a sigh.

My head hurts.

The image forming before me is depressing.

I met a bold, self-assured woman, and that’s what attracted me to her.

Dakota was the perfect combo I needed: affectionate, sexy, bold, and on top of that, she had all the love I wanted to receive.

Except it was a lie.

Everything about her was always a fraud.

A performance to destroy me in the end.

“I won’t listen to you,” I state, seriously. “You’d better stop getting in my way.”

The security guards drag her toward the door, but she forces them to stop.

“I won’t give up on you, London!” she shouts, her face red. “Never!”

I sigh.

“That’s your problem.”

Gavin, shaken from his state of shock, walks to the door and guides her out, seconds before closing it.

He leans back against the wood and stares at me.

“What was that?” he asks in a whisper, thoroughly alarmed. “She wants you to help her get a divorce?”

The moment she chose to try to get close was right when she needs my money... again.

How is it so easy for people to try to use each other?

Why, of all the other billionaires in Texas, was I chosen for this feat?

Am I the easiest prey?

“If she comes back, call the police,” I decree, then try to focus on the documents in front of my eyes. “I don’t want to know anything related to Dakota in my life.”

Gavin nods in agreement.

“I’ll make sure she doesn’t come back, sir!”

Well, I hope he keeps his word, once and for all.
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London Freeman

“HAVE YOU SEEN THIS proposal?” Gavin asks, placing it on my desk. “I thought it was interesting for the land you’re buying.”

I let out a sigh as I look at it.

It’s been three days since I got back, and a lot has happened.

I have no idea why I was crazy enough to get on that helicopter and return to Houston City.

I must have been out of my mind.

It’s not like some unexpected attraction was going to make me lose my head.

It’s normal to find a woman beautiful or attractive.

I’d get over it in a few days; after all, I’m not some teenager who can’t control himself.

I should have stayed and gone after what I wanted, but I chose to come back here and deal with problems.

“What is it?”

I pick it up, and the answer comes the second I open it.

Graphics, images, and endless details are right in front of my eyes.

“You had in mind building an extension of the factory, right?” I nod in agreement as I read what they’ve prepared. “In this proposal, they’ve planned to open two complexes. You’ll be able to manage both milk production and the production of its byproducts.”

“Since our family name is trusted around the city, I have no doubt we could dominate the cheese market, for example, in the snap of a finger.”

The idea is so exciting it makes me break into a wide smile.

Securing land to expand our territory is my job, but I don’t limit myself to that.

I have to think about the profit that land can generate.

In the case of that plot, near a mountain that could serve as pasture for more cattle, it only makes me more excited.

Now my determination feels even more potent.

Of course, my brothers will be a major obstacle.

But it’s nothing that will make me go that far.

“They’ve given a four-month construction deadline, if you start by the end of this month,” he says, and my eyes widen in alarm. “The construction company only has one slot available, and they’ve reserved it for you.”

That’s the kind of opportunity that’s hard to pass up.

First, most Houston businessmen use that construction company because they’re the most faithful to their deadlines, plus they guarantee impeccable work.

Second, I don’t want to lose either the land or the chance to develop that perfect space.

At any moment, another businessman could show up and snatch it up before I even make a move.

Time is as precious as money.

I can’t waste any more of it locked in this office.

If I stand up in an instant, gather my things, and stride quickly for the door, it’s because I won’t be able to sleep if I let it slip through my fingers.

I know I can get them.

And I will.

“Sir!” Gavin says behind me.

I only stop in front of the elevator to wait for him.

“Yes?”

“Where are you going?”

I press the button until the doors open in front of me.

“Isn’t it obvious?” I ask with a raised eyebrow. “I need to secure that land, now. Handle everything here until I get back.”

Without another word, I step inside.

Impatient, I check if the helicopter is at my disposal.

The answer that comes, as soon as the elevator doors open, is that it won’t be ready for flight until this afternoon, but what are a few hours of waiting?

Since I can use that time to go to my apartment and pack a bag, I don’t give it much thought.

I follow my steps out of the building, but before I can, I come face to face with the woman who was here three days ago, standing outside, holding what I assume is a baby in her arms.

In shock, I see through the glass the blue blankets and her red-rimmed eyes staring back at me.

“London,” she calls, her voice trembling.

There was so much time for her to come back and try to reach out.

I can’t understand why she’s doing this now.

Back at the beginning, when I did my best to take everything from her and that conman, she could have come, begged for forgiveness, and even if I hadn’t given it, she could have at least tried.

If I care deeply for someone, I need to at least know she isn’t suffering because of me.

It’s the least I can do.

I’m sure there has never been a man as dedicated as I was, willing to make her happy. All those years, I poured every ounce of love in my chest into coaxing smiles onto her face.

If I’m in love, I want to see my person happy.

That’s my way of showing love: I care for, protect, and do everything to make her the most radiant woman in the world.

But she didn’t value anything I did.

Dakota is now the past.

It wasn’t easy to make her a closed chapter, or to get over what she did with her accomplice, but I managed to forget and, at the same time, I buried any love I could ever feel for anyone.

I will never hand my heart over for someone to shatter again.

I’m not that crazy.

But it hurts that she, by holding that baby, has affected me now, a year after the breakup.

Me, of all people, who swore I was cured of the sickness that was having her in my life.

How could she play with my feelings and feel no remorse?

What kind of nerve does it take to come to my company and stand in front of me with the baby she looked me in the eye and claimed was my son?

And how could I, like a fool, desperate to have my own family, have believed it.

But in truth, he was just used as the best way to steal my money.

What is the limit to the malice of this woman who loves to toy with my feelings?

If I let it happen, it’s because there are no limits when you love someone.

I was blind, and I let her do whatever she wanted.

I just never imagined it would be for another man.

That her heart wasn’t mine.

“If you have even a shred of decency left, get out of here,” I say, unable to walk through that door and get so close to the two of them. “Stop going this far.”

I’m a man who can spot liars from a mile away.

And I’m only like that because I lived with her.

Dakota spent years deceiving me, making me happy by pulling me into the alternate reality she created.

But the fantasy is over.

When that happened, my world shattered along with it.

With the crash, a veil was lifted from my eyes, and I began to see reality for what it is.

No one can help me deal with this.

Her gaze will never convince me again.

“Just listen to what I have to say,” she pleads, then takes a step forward.

In response, I take a step back.

“Never.”

The security guards, positioned at the door to keep out anyone unauthorized, block her path—and mine as well.

“I swear you won’t regret it,” she says, before letting more tears stream down her face. “Look at the baby...” She swallows hard, nearly desperate. “Don’t turn away from him like that... he’s your...”

I draw a sharp breath and, without giving her the slightest chance to continue, I turn away.

I need to get away.

With every ounce of willpower controlling my actions, I try to keep my distance before she thinks she can invade my heart one more time.

And she can’t.

No one, in fact, has that permission.
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London Freeman

MY HEART IS TIGHT.

Compressed, crumpled, ground to dust, because I remember every tear that streamed down my face the day I came home to find my future wife was gone.

It hurt as if she’d plunged a knife into my chest.

What made her leave? Did I do something wrong? Did I hurt her? What really happened?

I couldn’t know, even though I searched for her everywhere possible.

But she called me.

And she clarified what had happened with a series of statements that felt like a cruel joke: the child wasn’t mine, her heart belonged to another man, she wouldn’t be getting married after all, she never loved me.

It’s surreal that she barged into my office to say I should help her, after everything she did to me.

Why would I do that?

If she wants to divorce her accomplice, she can do it alone.

Does she still have some kind of feeling for me? Fine, strangle it in your chest, like I did in mine. Bury it with all the coldness inside you and live your life far away from me.

“Mr. London?” someone asks as soon as I set foot on the ranch. “We thought you’d be gone for the next few months.”

I let out a sigh when I see the caretaker.

“I didn’t know myself,” I comment, honestly. “Where are my brothers?”

He breaks into a smile.

“In town,” he says, grinning. “There’s a show by that girl Kendra tonight and they went to see her.”

My jaw drops.

What? They knew she sang in a bar and not, say, a restaurant?
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