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CHAPTER 1

“HOW come we’re doing all the work, and you’re just directing?”
Simon glanced at his friend Dean—better known as Havoc when he’d competed—and he grinned. “Both you dumb asses owe me, that’s why.” As one of the very best trainers in the SBC—Supreme Battle Championship—fighting biz, Simon had taken Dean to the top until Dean had retired to open his own gym. Before long, Simon would have Gregor leading the pack, too. Gregor had real talent, but he lacked finesse. They were working on it.
To Gregor, who held up the back end of the king-size mattress, Simon said, “Slow down. You’re knocking Havoc over.”
“Havoc is a pussy.”
Quietly ornery, Dean planted his feet, throwing off Gregor’s forward momentum and causing him to lose his balance, and the hold on the mattress. It dropped to the floor and Gregor nearly fell on his face.
Before things got out of hand, Simon unlocked the front door and stepped into the condo he shared with Bonnie. “Leave that in the hall until we get the old mattress out of here.”
“A new mattress,” Dean said around a chuckle. “Helluva way to celebrate five years with a woman.”
“Yeah, Sublime,” Gregor said, using Simon’s fighting name, though Simon had given up fighting a few years back to manage fighters instead. “If you’ve worn out the mattress, don’t you think you ought to go ahead and make it all legal?”
Acknowledging the sexual reference with a smile, Simon said, “We’re waiting for the right time,” as he led the way to the bedroom. He didn’t add that the “right time” had come and gone more than once. For whatever reason, Simon always balked at the idea of tying himself down legally, emotionally, and officially. Not that he wanted anyone other than Bonnie; he was a one-woman man, through and through. Bonnie met all his needs, especially in the bedroom. And they got along well.
But still…
As usual, Bonnie had everything neat and tidy, with the bed made, the room well dusted, and all clutter put away. He really enjoyed her tendency toward neatness, given he was a bit of a neat freak himself.
Simon scooped the designer comforter and matching pillows off the bed and put them on a nearby chair. “Grab that side, Havoc, and we can move the mattress into the hallway.”
Gregor took the opportunity to look around the large room with curiosity. “Jacki ain’t much for housekeeping,” he mentioned. “But then, I’m not either.” He leveled a look on Dean. “And making the bed is pointless, since—”
“Shut up, Gregor.”
Simon grinned. Ever since Gregor had married Dean’s sister, he’d had a great time ribbing Dean. And Dean, who used to claim he wasn’t a protective brother at all, always took the bait.
Ignoring his friends’ knowing grins, Dean hefted up his end. “Eve is orderly, but not in an obsessive way.”
“You’ve both found your perfect counterparts.” The best part, from Simon’s perspective, was that the women didn’t fuss when Dean and Gregor had to spend months away, Gregor to fight and Dean to play corner man. Now that Dean had his own gym, they could do most of their training in town, but there were still extended trips out of the country to occasionally train with other camps. Variety added a lot to a fighter’s repertoire. And then there was the endless promotion, finagling sponsors, and autographing events.
As icing on the cake, the wives enjoyed the sport, even if they didn’t understand it. Not only did they not get in the way, they offered positive encouragement.
As they eased the old lumpy mattress to the side of the bed, several photos fell out to the floor. Dean froze, leaving Simon to balance the heavy mattress.
Gregor bent to pick up the shots. “What’s this? You stashing porno, Sublime? Bonnie will have your head if she finds out you—”
The words dropped away.
Expression arrested, Gregor looked up from the photos. Anger tinged his obvious shock.
Simon frowned at him. “I’m too old to hide porno under the mattress, you ass.” He set his side of the mattress onto the floor, leaving the bed only partially askew.
“Yeah, uh…” Tight-faced, Gregor pulled at his ear in uncertainty.
Finding his reaction more than curious, Simon stared at him. “What is it, Gregor?”
“Well…” Gregor looked at Dean as if seeking assistance.
“You look ill, damn it.” With an awful foreboding, Simon strode toward him. “Hand them here.”
Gregor took a quick step back.
Dean said softly, “Wait, Simon.”
“Wait for what?” He reached for the photos again, and Gregor dared to hold them above his head.
“Simon,” Gregor murmured in miserable warning, “maybe you should—”
“Knock the shit out of you for playing games?” Sick dread crept through Simon. “Damn right. Now hand. Them. Over.”
Because Gregor was such an enormous freak of nature, standing six and a half feet tall and weighing in at over two hundred and fifty pounds—all of it rock-solid, rippling muscle—few men ever confronted him. The twining of wicked tattoos around colossal biceps also offered discouragement to most.
But if Simon had to take the photos from Gregor, they both knew he could.
Rather than oblige Simon, Gregor looked to Dean for guidance.
Dean said, “Go ahead and give them to him.”
It didn’t bode well that Gregor turned away before complying with that instruction. The second Simon had the photos in his hand, Gregor split. He didn’t just take a few steps away.
No, he left the bedroom.
And Dean followed him out, giving Simon privacy for God knew what.
But damn it, even before looking, Simon knew what he’d find. Only one thing would make his friends look and act the way they had. He ran a hand over his shaved head, hesitated, but he had to see for himself.
Simon turned over the first photo and without even seeing her face, he recognized Bonnie.
The woman he’d planned to marry one day.
The woman he’d just bought a new and expensive mattress for.
She was naked, her face turned away from the camera, sitting astride an equally naked man. In a detached way, Simon noted her long legs, her heart-shaped ass, her cascading dark hair.
He’d been intimate with that body for five years. In the photos, she was intimate with someone else, some nameless male face on a muscular body. The photos showed the man only from the shoulders down.
Bonnie looked to be enjoying herself.
It was the oddest thing, but the overriding emotion that pervaded Simon was curiosity. Somewhere there was hurt, and definitely humiliation. But foremost was a weird loss of all sensation, and a resounding question: Why?
He locked his jaw.
Bonnie wasn’t stupid, and in fact, her intelligence was one of the things that had initially drawn him. Why did she feel the need to wander? And why the hell had she hidden the photos beneath the mattress, where he might find them?
Simon no sooner asked himself that last question than his memory jogged and he recalled Bonnie’s surprise when he’d come home early last night. She’d been sitting on the bed in a skimpy nightgown gazing at something, but he hadn’t paid that much attention.
Before proceeding to his closet to change, he’d given her the same perfunctory kiss of greeting that he’d been giving her for years.
She’d kissed him back the same way.
Searching his memory further, Simon remembered her jittery responses to his questions, and her attempts to distract him.
When she asked if he was going to shower, he told her he had at the gym.
She jumped up to get him dinner, and he told her he wasn’t hungry.
She wanted to check the front door locks, and he assured her he’d taken care of it.
He’d even left the bathroom door open as he brushed his teeth. But Bonnie had turned out the lights as if she planned to go to sleep.
That’s probably when she stashed the photos under the mattress, because he hadn’t given her an opportunity to hide them anywhere else. He hadn’t given her the chance to hide them some place better. Of course, she had no way of knowing he planned to replace the mattress today.
Once he’d joined her in the bed, he found her stiff and aloof. But he’d softened her. Simon laughed at himself. Hell, he’d made love to her with determined patience, and unless her acting skills were well honed, she’d come with enthusiasm.
That reminder fisted Simon’s hand around the photos, crinkling them. Had Bonnie already been with another man that day? His stomach lurched at the thought of playing second in line.
He thought about that, then he recalled that the bed in the photo wasn’t his, thank God. But he’d thought the woman was.
Humiliation overtook the numbness; he felt like a blind ass.
Dean stuck his head into the room and without a lot of emotion or sympathy, or anything else mushy that might have made the situation worse, he asked, “You okay?”
A pretty outrageous question for a man of his capabilities, his fighting record, his size and weight and strength.
So…was he okay? Simon queried himself, his mind and his heart, and actually…yeah, he was A-OK.
Embarrassed, sure. He had the same ego as any other man in the SBC. Pissed, you betcha. But he didn’t have the need to find the unnamed man and pound on him. Far as he was concerned, the guy could have Bonnie.
He also felt determined to get through this new wrinkle without dramatizing things further.
But he didn’t feel heartsick. Maybe that’s why Bonnie had wandered, because he didn’t love her madly and she knew it. It wasn’t a good excuse, but it’d do for now.
Simon looked up at Dean. “You have anywhere you have to be?”
“No.”
Havoc was often a man of few words, and he was always a man straight to the point. As his former trainer, manager, and agent, Simon appreciated that.
“Wanna help me move my shit out of here?”
One big shoulder rolled. “Sure. If that’s what you want.”
Simon nodded. “It is.” He tossed the photos onto the nightstand. Bonnie would find them, and that’d be explanation enough for his departure from her life.
“Hey, Gregor?”
Gregor appeared in the doorway. He looked embarrassed for Simon.
“Knock it off, will you?”
Gregor glanced at Dean and then at Simon again. The sympathetic expression intensified. “Sure thing, Sublime.”
Simon rolled his eyes. Gregor might look like a muscled behemoth, but he had a heart as big as the rest of his physique. The doofus. “You have time to hang around and help me move out of here?”
“Absolutely.” Then with caution, “Where are you moving to?”
“Doesn’t matter.” Simon surveyed the now disheveled bedroom, wondering where to start. “Good thing I never got around to marrying her.”
“Yeah. Good thing.” Hands on his hips, Gregor looked around the room. “You’ve got a lot of stuff.”
“I’m taking all of it.” The finality in that statement made Simon feel better. “Today will be a clean break. Once I walk out the door I don’t plan to make any trips back.”
“Right.” Gregor rubbed at an ear thickened by too many precise punches. “How about I run up to the grocery and see if they have any empty boxes?”
“That’d be great. Thanks.”
Gregor escaped with a stomping stride, but Simon noticed that he already had his cell phone in his hand. Great. He’d tell his new wife, Jacki, and she’d tell her sister Cam, and Cam would tell Dean’s wife, Eve, if Dean hadn’t already.
“Stay with Eve and me.” Dean crossed his arms and stared at Simon. “You know Eve would welcome you.”
Eve was a beautiful person, inside and out. Simon was pleased for Havoc to have found her. “Thanks, but no. I think I’ll go home for a while.”
“Home?”
“To Ohio. To see my parents.”
That decision came out of nowhere, but it worked to stiffen Simon’s backbone. Being around family was always a good thing.
Going to his closet and unloading the clothes, Simon added, “Mom and Dad will love it.”
Suddenly a new voice intruded. “Simon? What’s going on? What are you doing?”
Havoc stiffened, but Simon smiled in evil delight. Talk about a clean break—this little confrontation ought to do it.
Without turning to face her, he said, “Hello, Bonnie.”
Dean cleared his throat. “Hey, Bonnie.”
“Dean,” she said dismissively while moving further into the bedroom.
“Yeah.” Dean coughed. “I think I’ll go wait in the kitchen.” And with that, he left them.
Bonnie’s hand lightly touched his shoulder. “Simon?”
He shrugged her off. She had to have noticed the mattress in the hallway, the disarray of the bed, the crumpled photos on the nightstand. “I’ll be out of here within the hour.”
Typical of Bonnie, she refused to look anywhere but at him. She crossed her arms beneath her generous breasts. With a toss of her head, she sent her silky dark hair tumbling over her shoulders. “And just where do you think you’re going?”
“That doesn’t concern you anymore, does it?” Moving around her, Simon went to his dresser and removed a drawer, then upended it over the growing pile of clothes.
“Of course it concerns me.” Bonnie followed on his heels. “Today is our anniversary.”
“Nope. Today is the day it all ends. Nothing more.”
Her voice rose the tiniest bit. “Why?”
“Come on, Bonnie. You’re smart. You already know why.”
“Oh, just great. Because of one little indiscretion, you’re going to throw away a five-year relationship?”
He couldn’t help it; her dense perception of her perfidy struck Simon as funny. “Was it only one?”
“Yes!”
He still didn’t look at her. “Was it little?”
Frustration and annoyance sharpened her tone. “I meant insignificant.”
“I see. Well, that’s too bad for you.”
Bonnie sank well-manicured nails into his biceps. “Damn it, Simon, he was available when you weren’t. I only took the photos to…to keep me company when you’re not here.”
What a joke. “I hope he’s available nonstop now.” Simon pried her hand loose, then immediately dropped it. “Because I’ll never be available to you again.”
“Bullshit.”
The coarse word shocked him. “Such language for a lady.” Bonnie prided herself on her respectability.
“You’re leaving me,” she rasped. “The situation calls for harsh language.”
“Suit yourself.” His many sport T-shirts joined the stack on the sloping mattress.
Since her first tactic failed, Bonnie tried a new gimmick. “You’re kidding yourself and you know it.”
“Is that right?”
“You love me.”
He shook his head on a laugh. “No.”
“We have something special.”
“I was dumb enough to think so.” Simon nodded toward the photos. “Thanks for pointing out my error.”
“Simon, please!”
Never had he heard Bonnie beg. He sure as hell didn’t want to hear it now. “Save it.”
She took a combative stance in front of him. “You’re a family man, Simon. You like the security and familiarity of the same woman, the same place. You cherish stability.”
“I like honesty and loyalty, too. What I don’t like is being played for a fool.”
“You could never be that.”
He laughed again.
“Simon, listen to me. From the time we decided to move in together, you’ve been saying that love and commitment was give-and-take, and—”
“Yeah, I know what I said, Bonnie. But you gave a little too much to the wrong man.” Simon physically set her away from him.
“I won’t just let you go,” she stated. “I won’t just stand by while you throw away five good years.” When Simon said nothing, she screamed, “I uprooted and moved to Harmony for you!”
Once again, she shocked him. It was unlike Bonnie to cause a scene. “Save the hysterics, babe. You wanted the move, the fresh start, as much as I did. Don’t use it as an excuse now.”
“I’ll win you back.” Bonnie lifted her chin with that atrocious statement. “One way or another, you will come back to me.”
Simon tossed his shaving kit toward the rest of his belongings. “Here’s the thing, Bonnie. I’m not all that broke up about you cheating.”
Her glossy red lips parted.
“Yeah, that surprises me, too, but I guess you weren’t the big draw.” Simon smiled. “Like you said, it was the comfort of familiarity.”
“Simon…”
“Now that you shot that to hell, there’s nothing here for me. Nothing.”
“You can’t mean that.”
“Every word. So do us both a favor and don’t waste your time pestering me.”
Gregor chose that moment to reenter with more than enough boxes. God bless him and his perfect timing. Simon could hear Dean explaining the situation as he and Gregor came into the bedroom.
SBC fighters were nothing if not loyal to each other.
As if Bonnie weren’t standing there, five feet nine inches of stacked female smelling of perfume and looking like a fashion icon, the three of them went about their business. Simon didn’t look at her, but he was aware of her all the same. How could he not be? She stayed silent, but she continued to plead with her eyes.
And even distressed, she was one of the sexiest women he’d ever seen.
But the second he’d seen those photos, his interest had vanished as if it had never existed. He had no room in his life for rank disloyalty.
Within an hour, Simon had removed every trace of himself from the apartment. It took another hour at the manager’s office, a lot of paperwork, and a chunk of his savings, but he got his name off the lease. While Dean drove and Gregor stewed, Simon used his cell phone and credit card to pay off all the utilities, and then have his name removed. He wasn’t really worried about Bonnie running up deliberate bills. She didn’t operate that way. But neither was he a man to leave things to chance.
When he finished, Bonnie was out of his life. Simon felt…renewed. Ready to start over. Challenged by upcoming changes. Yes, it’d be good to spend an extended time with his family.
And then…Looking at Gregor and Dean, he said, “You know what I want to do?”
Dean glanced at him before returning his attention to the road. “Yeah, I do.”
Gregor frowned. “You do?”
Dean shrugged. “He’s going to fight again.”
Simon’s brows shot up. Damned perceptive bastard. But then he and Dean had been a team for a long time, and they knew each other well. Dean would understand his sudden need for physical competition.
Gregor snorted. “No way. Simon’s a trainer.” No one said anything to that, which made Gregor reevaluate. “A damn fine trainer, for sure. But he’s been out of the circuit too long to—”
“Whip your sorry butt?” Simon asked.
Though Gregor towered over both men, he merely grinned at the subtle threat. “Now, Sublime, I didn’t say that.”
Simon laughed. It wasn’t that Gregor feared him. Hell, Simon doubted that Gregor feared any man. In almost any physical situation, he’d come out a winner.
Just not against Havoc or Simon. Not yet.
Still, it was respect and friendship that made Gregor turn away from a direct challenge.
“Don’t sweat it, Gregor. You’re good and getting better every day.”
A look of conceit spread over Gregor’s face. “Good enough to go up against Havoc now?”
Both Dean and Simon said, “No.”
Gregor’s expression pinched. “You might’ve retired, Havoc, but damn it, I haven’t given up on the idea.”
Dean said nothing, but Simon relented. “Dean’s retired and he’s not coming back just to accommodate you. When the time is right, we’ll find the perfect contender for you. But for now, I’ll need your help. You’re right that I’ve been out of it for too long.”
“You’ve probably forgotten more about submission fighting than most of the fighters will ever know,” Dean told him. “And you’re in great shape.”
“For the average guy, maybe. But not for the SBC. I’m rusty and I know it.”
Gregor rubbed his hands together. “Dean goes from fighting to owning a gym and training, and you go from training to fighting. The world has flip-flopped.” Raw anticipation brightened his gaze. “So when do we get started?”
“Let me talk to the Powers That Be.” Simon considered all the ramifications to reentering the circuit. “I’ll see how they feel about me making a comeback.”
Dean scoffed. “Are you kidding? You’re a legend in your own time. Everyone will love it. You’ll be the biggest draw the SBC has had in years. I don’t have a single doubt that the organization will play up your first fight in a big way.”
“Then I better be ready to win, huh?”
Gregor put his arm around him. “Don’t worry, little buddy. We’ll get you in top fighting form.”
Because Simon stood six-two and weighed over two hundred pounds, only Gregor would refer to him as little.
His mind made up and his immediate future settled, Simon said, “I’m starving. Let’s hit a drive-through for some loaded burgers.”
“Hell, yeah,” Gregor agreed. As the only one of the three currently still competing, fast food, and especially anything as delicious as a hamburger, had been cut out of his diet for a while.
Happy to oblige, Dean pulled into the drive-through line for the next burger joint they saw.
Simon knew that once he hit home, his mom would have a healthy, home-cooked meal for him morning, noon, and night. And once he started training, his diet would be a big part of the program. He wanted to enjoy fast food while he still could.
It was the best way to celebrate his new freedom.

AS if going to her mother’s home—the home she’d grown up in—wasn’t bad enough, it was barely nine in the morning, and Dakota Dream was a night person. Her eyes felt gritty, her brain foggy, and she needed caffeine in a bad way.
Not a good start.
Dakota stared at the man who had served as her stepfather from her sixteenth year until her mother’s death.
Now he served as nothing in her life.
Nothing at all.
Yet…here she was, in a place she didn’t want to be, at an hour she hated, and without the kick of coffee to keep her alert.
Wearing a deliberate look of disinterest, Dakota sauntered further into the familiar living room and took a seat where her mother’s favorite chair used to be. Now, thanks to her stepfather, a very expensive leather lounger replaced it. “You’re joking, right?”
Resting back with his shoeless feet on a new coffee table and a toothpick in his perfect teeth, Barnaby Jailer smiled that same smile that had always made Dakota’s skin crawl. “Of course I’m not, honey. You owe me and you know it.”
Hoping to brazen her way out of that claim, Dakota snorted. “Right. In what universe?”
A grating sound that Barnaby tried to pawn off as a laugh made Dakota’s stomach lurch. Why couldn’t he be a coffee drinker with a fresh pot waiting in the small kitchen?
From the moment her mother had brought Barnaby home, Dakota had hated him. Her reasons were sketchy at best. He was an average-height man with an average, rangy build and a pleasant enough face.
But at sixteen, she’d been very afraid of him.
Now, at twenty-three, he merely repulsed her. But it was years too late for second-guessing her first impressions.
Eyes closing on a familiar rush of pain, Dakota struggled to gather herself. She had few weaknesses left. As a survivor, she’d overcome obstacles and conquered nearly all of her fears.
With very few exceptions, she could face anyone and anything without flinching.
But those damn past regrets that encompassed her mother’s death and her own grief always hit her like a concrete sucker punch. Time hadn’t softened them.
Nothing ever would.
The hush of clothing against couch cushions and the squeak of a floorboard announced Barnaby’s approach. Dakota didn’t have to look at him to know he smiled, that his dark eyes glittered with satisfaction.
He was right, she did owe him.
“If it wasn’t for me,” Barnaby whispered from her right side, “you wouldn’t have known your mother was dying.”
“Shut up.”
“If it wasn’t for me,” he continued, “you wouldn’t have had anywhere to live.”
“It was my home.”
“Not after you left. Not after staying gone, without a word, for so long. She’d written you off, little girl.”
Dakota smirked. “Little girl?” She slanted her gaze up at him. “I’m only a few inches shorter than you are, Barnaby.”
“And yet,” he said, his voice frighteningly gentle as he moved to the back of her chair, “you’re still so much smaller.”
With every fiber of her being, Dakota felt Barnaby standing there behind her. Her skin prickled and the hair on her nape lifted as if touched by static.
“To Joan’s mind,” Barnaby continued, “she no longer had a daughter. Had she not been so ill, she would have refused to let you enter. Yet despite her wishes, I contacted you myself. I gave you a place to live and food to eat and most importantly, I allowed you back into your mother’s life. I gave you a chance to say good-bye to her. Again.”
“For good.”
“Don’t blame me for that. As soon as I knew your mother wouldn’t pull through, I looked for you. But you weren’t the easiest girl to find.”
No, she hadn’t been. When she’d run off with her boyfriend, she’d covered her tracks. Not once had she considered that her mother might be right in her arguments. No, Dakota had fostered her hurt, telling herself that her mother’s reactions were because she loved Barnaby more than she loved her own daughter.
Like a spoiled child, she’d wallowed in her sense of betrayal while doing exactly as she pleased despite her mother’s wishes. Thinking to herself, “She’ll be sorry,” she’d wanted her mother to regret her actions.
Oh, God. Her mother had been sorry all right. Sorry that she’d ever had a daughter.
Shoving to her feet, Dakota turned to face Barnaby. Despite the prickling of unease she got whenever in his presence, she wouldn’t cower from him. But she wasn’t dumb enough to let him linger at her back, either.
“So you think I owe you, and for that, you want me to find your son?”
“He’ll be easy to find,” Barnaby corrected. “What I need you to do is bring him to me.”
“Why?” Suspicions began niggling around her brain. “If you want to establish some rapport with your son, why don’t you just contact him yourself? Why send me?”
“I haven’t seen him in a lot of years. It would be awkward.” Hands stuffed into his pockets, Barnaby began circling her.
Dakota felt certain that restlessness didn’t drive him. No, he wanted to unsettle her, to rattle her. For that reason more than any other, she kept her pose lazy and relaxed. “I didn’t even know you had a son.”
He shrugged at that. “No reason you should.”
“How old is he?”
“Thirty, maybe thirty-one.”
“You don’t know?”
He scowled, and ignored the question. “He might not want to see me after all this time. But you…you could get in on his good side, convince him to have a meeting with me.”
Dakota watched him closely. He was up to something, but as usual with Barnaby, she didn’t know what. “How am I supposed to do that?”
His dark-eyed gaze took her measure, crawling over her from head to toe in a way meant to disgust her. “You’re a woman now, Dakota.”
At twenty-three, she agreed, but that wasn’t his point at all. “Yeah, so?”
“All women know how to sway men. I imagine you know better than most how to—”
Cutting off that tired insult, Dakota asked, “Why do you want to see him anyway?”
“It’s a personal matter, honey.”
Oh, that soft tone didn’t hide a thing. It had fooled her mother, but it wouldn’t fool her.
She shrugged. “Fine. Keep your secrets. It’s no skin off my nose.”
“Exactly.”
“But here’s a condition.”
Barnaby’s eyes narrowed. “You’re giving me conditions?”
“Yes, and it’s nonnegotiable.” Dakota held his gaze. “Quit calling me ‘honey.’”
The corners of his mouth lifted in a dawning smile of satisfaction. “It bothers you? I can’t imagine why.”
“You’re sick.”
That made him laugh. “Such squeamishness from a girl who dances onstage?”
“I sing more than I dance.” And she was good, not that Barnaby would ever admit it.
“Rowdy songs meant to excite men. I know.” He looked at her legs. “Your mother hated that about you.”
Not again. How many times did she have to hear about her mother’s disapproval and disappointment? Dakota drew a steadying breath. “Listen, Barnaby—”
“You know, she blamed herself.”
Dakota braced her heart. Once on a roll, there’d be no stopping Barnaby until he had his say.
“Joan thought it was your name that caused you to turn so brazen. She said she’d wanted you to have a bright, cheerful name, different from other girls. Of course, when she named you, she didn’t know that your married name would…enhance things.”
Every muscle in Dakota’s body tightened, but outwardly, she looked bored. “I’ve heard this tune too many times, Barnaby. Spare me, okay?”
“She said that had she known the choices you’d make, she would have named you something different. Because now your name makes you sound like a porn star.”
Dakota faked a yawn. It was her name, her mistake, damn it, and she would keep it as a reminder—her version of donning a horsehair shirt.
“Dakota Dream,” Barnaby intoned with slow and dramatic emphasis. “I think Joan was right. Definitely the name of a professional whore.”
Her façade cracked. “Go screw yourself.” Jaw tight and throat burning, Dakota pushed past him.
“Do this one thing,” he reminded her, “and we’re even.”
Bastard! She paused near the door. It took two deep breaths before she could make herself turn and face him. “Give me his name and last known residence.”
Victory did ugly things to Barnaby’s disposition; it exposed his malicious nature.
Smug smile in place, he withdrew one hand from his pocket and held out a slip of paper. “This is all I have. He travels a lot, so you might have to use a few of your sneakier skills to locate him.”
Careful not to touch Barnaby, Dakota closed her hand around the paper. She didn’t look at it. Her sneaky skills included working part-time, mostly on a volunteer basis, to help locate missing people. Reuniting loved ones served as her lame way of making amends to a past she couldn’t change.
At every opportunity, Barnaby threw it in her face.
“You’ll have to cover my expenses.”
“Of course.” His lips stretched into a smile. “Keep a detailed tally and give me the total after you bring him to me.”
She shook her head. “I see the lie in your eyes, Barnaby. We both know you won’t give me a dime once you have what you want.”
The smile pinched into a sneer, and even his perfect teeth couldn’t make him appealing. “Before the accident stole Joan’s ability to speak, she begged me not to contact you.”
Dakota’s heart thumped hard. “So you’ve said, many times.” She knew it was true. If Barnaby hadn’t found a soft spot in his cold heart, he wouldn’t have gone against her mother’s wishes and let Dakota move back in. She would have been hurt and homeless, and all alone.
Worse, her mother would have died before she could touch her one more time, before she could hold her hand and beg forgiveness. Her mother never regained consciousness, but at least Barnaby had given her a chance.
And for that, she did owe him.
“Joan told me that you’d disappointed her and shamed her so much that she could never forgive you—”
“Yeah, I know.” Already leaving the room, anxious to be away before Barnaby saw how he’d hurt her, Dakota said, “This is the last time, Barnaby. I’ll drag your damned son to you if I have to, and then we’re even.”
“Of course.” Voice moderate again, he added, “Don’t slam the door, Dakota. You know how your mother despised your temper tantrums.”
Breathing harder than she should have been, Dakota paused outside the house with her fist on the doorknob. It took an effort, but she loosened her muscles, relaxed them, and eased the door shut with a quick, quiet click.
The yard she’d played in as a child now looked like a showplace. There were no dandelions on the lawn, no bare patches from repeated games of tag.
While her mother lived, Barnaby hadn’t spent a dime except on his own pleasures. But her mother hadn’t been dead a week before he’d started throwing money around.
New shrubbery, enhanced with outdoor lights and framed with colorful fall flowers, circled the house. A large decorative fountain had replaced the cheap birdbath she’d given her mother on Mother’s Day. Rather than repair the old broken sidewalk, Barnaby had paid to have it torn out so a new cobblestone walkway led to the front door.
New siding, windows, and doors. New carpet and furniture. New cabinets. The house was better. Improved. And it was no longer her childhood home. Maybe, Dakota thought, she should count her blessings.
“This is it,” she said to herself. “The last time I’ll ever come here. The last time Barnaby will ever hold me with guilt.” She looked up into the sunny sky and breathed the brisk fall air. “The very last time.”
Once in her car, to distract herself and gain some control so she wouldn’t present a danger on the roadway, Dakota looked at the slip of paper.
Simon Evans.
Her eyes widened. Sickness gave way to fascination. Surely not the Simon Evans, renowned trainer of SBC fighters, once an amazing, unstoppable champion himself? Sublime, they called him, because of his incredible good looks, his way with the ladies, and his charming manner.
Her heart beat a little faster as she pictured him in her mind. Six-two. Ripped. Dark. He shaved his head, which only made the astounding intensity of his brown eyes that much more compelling.
What a hoot.
Barnaby was sending her to one of her favorite sporting events to fetch a superior icon in the industry. Hell, had she known, she’d have volunteered for the job.
Dakota recognized the address on the slip of paper as his hometown, confirming he was the fighter. But Simon wouldn’t be there now. A few months ago, he’d announced his intent to compete again, and that meant he was at a camp somewhere, getting in shape. Or, she should say, getting in better shape. The man always looked delicious, no matter what position he chose in the SBC—trainer, fighter, or sex symbol.
She’d find him. She’d visit him.
And one way or another, she’d bring him to Barnaby.
If along the way she got to indulge her fandom, no one would hold that against her.
Her day was looking better. All she needed now was some coffee.
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