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CHAPTER 1




A dull ringing reverberated through his brain, and for only a moment, Dean Conor relived that instant the night before when a meaty fist had connected with his temple. He’d almost passed out.

Almost.

But even as shadows crowded in, he’d maintained his hold on his opponent’s knee, hyperextending the joint, using the very last of his strength…and two seconds later the ref was there, calling a halt.

At first, Dean had protested. He wasn’t done for. Not by a long shot. Dean Conor never gave up.

Then the cheers sank in.

Rather than take real damage to his leg, his opponent had tapped out. Dean had submitted the number one contender with a knee bar. He’d walk away from another fight as the winner—and this time he knew it was as much luck as skill and strength and speed.

That persistent ringing sounded again, followed by low voices. What the hell?

Dean opened his eyes and immediately regretted it. Bright morning sunlight cut through an opening in the curtains to slice painfully into his brain.

He felt like his head would shatter.

He felt like his guts would come up through his nose.

Groaning, he turned away from the light, and this time, barely peeked. Yeah, he was in his own room. How he got there, he didn’t remember, but he was thankful all the same. With a slow, careful query of his body, he knew he was still whole, but aches and pains screamed for attention. His head, his shoulder, a rib. That Russian bastard’s punch had the force of a tank, and he kicked like a deranged mule.

Jesus. At twenty-nine, Dean felt too old to continue competing. Already he’d fractured his collarbone, broken a wrist, dislocated an elbow, and put more kinks in his nose than he cared to contemplate.

Not that he’d quit. Fuck no.

He lied to others, but never to himself.

The urge would return, as it always did. The cheers of the crowd, the satisfaction in getting bloody, in conquering a worthy challenger…. It was like a drug in his veins, his one and only vice. As long as the management called him to fight, he’d keep at it.

Luckily he’d have plenty of time to recoup before going back on the mat. He’d need every minute.

As Dean forced his throbbing body into an upright position, he heard his front door close. So he had a guest. But who? The last thing he remembered was getting the heavyweight belt strapped around him, his corner roaring in pleasure, and then the trip to the hospital.

A small crowd of groupies, both male and female, had tagged along with his trainer and members of his camp.

They wanted to party.

He wanted to pass out.

The doc had given him some pain meds that dulled the worst of it. He’d been iced, stitched, taped, and released to head home for rest.

Everything after that was sketchy.

Glancing down, Dean realized he was buck-ass naked. Not good. But then again, it could mean nothing.

Instead of feeling like a first-rate fighter in his prime, a heavyweight champion with a score of first-round knockouts to his credit, his joints and muscles strained like that of an old man.

Shit, he’d hate for anyone to see him now.

After locating boxers in the middle drawer of his chest—he wasn’t up to putting on any more than that—Dean pushed the bedroom door open of his temporary apartment. He tried to stand straight and tall as he made his way to the kitchen where there seemed to be some activity. He took his time, working out the kinks along the way. Then he stepped into the open archway and saw a woman cooking at his stove.

She wore an official SBC fighting shirt that didn’t quite cover the nicely rounded cheeks of her ass. Long blond hair hung down her back, and she swished as she turned pancakes on his stove.

A damned groupie.

Dean had a vague memory of her begging for his signature right before he’d fought. As he’d made his way down the long aisle to the spotlight, she’d stuck out an impressive bared rack and handed him a black marker.

Playing to the crowd had made him a fan favorite, so he’d scrawled his fighting name over her left breast. The roar of the audience almost drowned out the hard-rock music blaring throughout the events center.

It had been one hell of a night.

Propping his shoulder against the wall, as much for support as attitude, he said, “Morning.”

She spun around. “Havoc! You’re awake! Finally.”

If he didn’t miss his guess, she was naked beneath the tee. “I’m awake.” He cocked his head at her, racked his brain, but couldn’t come up with a name.

She laughed as if she could sense his problem. “Tiffany,” she offered.

“Right.” Never in a million years would he have guessed correctly. “So, Tiffany, how’d you get in here?”

She turned coy in an instant. “I brought you home.”

“Simon allowed that?” His trainer-slash-manager-slash-agent was so watchful that Dean couldn’t imagine him sending him off with an unknown broad bent on screwing him to death. Most of the more successful fighters had a team of people working for them. Dean had Simon Evans. He didn’t need anyone else.

“He was here, too. But he couldn’t stay. Something about live interviews on your fight.”

Yeah, that made sense. He hadn’t been in any shape to be interviewed, so naturally Simon would take up the slack. “And you’re still here because…?”

Her smile slicked up a few notches. Strutting toward him, making sure that everything bounced just so, she said with a purr, “I couldn’t rouse you last night.”

“But you tried?”

Her laugh rubbed up his spine and wormed into his aching brain. Obviously rudeness wouldn’t make a dent in her determination.

“Forget I asked.” Dean had a vision of her molesting his drugged and down-for-the-count body.

To his surprise, the thought stirred him even as it disgusted him.

She stopped right in front of him—and cupped her hand over his crotch.

Uh-oh.

The corners of her soft mouth lifted with satisfaction. “Let’s hope I’ll be more successful today.”

Self-preservation kicked in and Dean grabbed her wrist. “I need a shower.”

“Want me to wash your back?”

He thought about it, considered tossing her out, then decided what the hell. He hurt, but not bad enough to turn down her offer. After all, he wasn’t dead.

“Yeah.” As he turned away, still holding that slender wrist, he noticed the envelope on the table, and belatedly remembered the ringing doorbell. “What’s that?”

“Just a letter.” She cuddled up close to his side and rubbed herself against him. “It came special delivery.”

Which explained the bell and voices. While Tiffany plastered her boobs to his back, Dean lifted the thick envelope.

Seeing the return address sucked all the air out of his lungs.

In the twenty-one years since his parents’ deaths, he hadn’t received a single card or note from that address. For him, Harmony, Kentucky, had ceased to exist. Uncle Grover had taken him away, and he hadn’t been given the opportunity to look back. Ever.

“Hold up.” He pushed the blonde away and started to open the envelope…but he hesitated. God, had something happened to one of his sisters? That thought annoyed him. Hell, could you call someone you hadn’t seen or heard from in over two decades a relative?

He slipped a finger under the envelope flap and tore it apart.

“Havoc,” Tiffany complained. “Can’t you read that later?” To punctuate her impatience, she took a stinging love bite on his back.

“Ow, damn, leave off, will ya?” He shrugged Tiffany away.

In thick tones of petulance, she whined, “But I have to leave soon. I have work.”

While unfolding several sheets of paper, Dean said absently, “Something’s come up. I need you to go.”

A huff nearly parted his hair. “I made you pancakes!”

He glanced at the still warm stove top. Oh yeah. But he hadn’t invited her in, damn it. Groupies were like that: pushy, outrageous, and looking to add another notch to their bedposts.

“Thanks.” And he meant it. The breakfast would be good. Then he held up the letter. “But this is important, so how about a rain check?”

Her bottom lip stuck out and she pouted—for about two seconds. Then she turned calculating. “All right. If you’ll also get me ringside tickets to the August fight in Atlantic City.”

Those tickets would go for about six hundred a piece—if bought now. In a few weeks, they’d go for double that. “Sure.” He turned away, already distracted again. “Write your name and address down. I’ll see that you get them.”

“You’ll be there, too?” She trailed a finger down his spine to the waistband of his shorts. “For the rain check?”

Lying through his teeth, Dean muttered, “Wouldn’t miss it.”

She squealed, went on tiptoe to put a wet, sucking kiss on the nape of his neck, then whispered, “You won’t regret it.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” His attention back on the letter, he noted a three-month-old date in the upper left-hand corner. So his mail had been following him around for a while?

He glanced at the feminine handwriting.


Dear Dean,

I hope this letter finds you well. I know it’s been a lifetime and I regret that. Aunt Lorna always said there was no way to reach you. But I finally did some research when Uncle Grover died. That’s how I found your address.



Dean flipped the page and skimmed to the bottom of the next sheet. It was signed, Hopeful, Camille.

His sister, Cam. She’d be…what? Twenty-three now. And Jacki would be twenty-one. The image of them both as babies—Cam a toddling two-year-old, Jacki still an infant—sent a melon-sized lump into his throat.

They were grown women now, well past the age of needing a big brother. If they’d ever needed him.

A pain clenched in his chest; it was unlike the aches rippling through his bones and muscles.

It was fucking worse.

Knotting his hand in the papers, Dean tried to make himself toss them away. But he couldn’t. His teeth locked. His eyes burned.

Slowly his fingers opened again.

“Here you go, sweetie.”

He glanced up to see Tiffany dressed in jeans and sandals, with the same shirt now knotted at the side. She’d brushed her hair and put on lipstick.

Still radiating “come and get me” vibes, she put a card on his table and grinned. “See ya in August.”

“Right. August.” Dean dismissed her from his mind. He barely registered the sound of his front door opening and closing. But he felt the new stillness of being alone.

Again.

Which was just how he liked it.

Heart pounding in what felt like rage, but was probably anxiety, he sat down at the small table and smoothed the papers out again.


I’d love to see you. Can you come for a visit? Please? There’s so much to tell you, and so much I want to ask. I want to explain everything. I want to get to know you. I want you to know me. I want us to be family.



Dean grunted. People in hell wanted ice water; that didn’t mean they got it.

But he couldn’t keep from reading the rest, more of the same, more entreaties, more…desperation. Yeah, somehow the desperation was there, woven between the lines. Subtle, but detectable.

Or maybe it was his friggin’ imagination, brought on by too many knocks on the head.

When Dean finished the note, he sat there, numb, undecided. Torn. Anxious.

And damn it, as hopeful as Cam claimed to be. Not that he’d ever admit it to anyone. But again, he didn’t lie to himself.

Amazingly enough, he forgot his bruises and cuts. Unsure what to do next, he went to the stove and picked up the platter of pancakes. He covered them in syrup, and still standing at the stove, shoveled them down by rote.

At least Tiffany was a good cook.

Refusing to think any further than the here and now, Dean finished off the breakfast, then indulged in a long, hot shower. Some of his stiffness eased. A good scrubbing left him refreshed and removed the last of the dried blood. After he’d toweled off, he found his pain pills and popped one, then shaved and brushed his teeth and…

He gave up.

As Cam requested, he’d go home. He’d talk to her. He’d talk to Jacki. But nothing had changed and he’d be sure they knew that. They had nothing in common anymore, beyond blood. And when it came right down to it, blood didn’t stand for much.

If it had, they would have been raised together instead of on opposite sides of the country.

If it mattered at all, one of his sisters would have contacted him before now.

Within four hours of deciding, Dean finished a dozen phone calls, packed up his belongings, turned in the key on his week-by-week rental, and booked a flight.

Simon was pissed. But he’d get over it. Dean didn’t go into details on why he needed to make the sudden trip on top of being beat to a pulp, and Simon didn’t press it. He had Dean’s cell number, and Dean promised to call him when he got settled in Harmony.

It wasn’t like he had to be training three times a day now, the way he did in preparation for a fight.

With recent trips to Europe, the UK, and Boston, he was up on his PR. He had offers pending from other sponsors, but they could wait. He deserved a few months off.

He deserved to see his family.

And more than that, he deserved a chance for retribution.

 

STANDING on the interior balcony, her bare arms folded over the cool steel railing, Eve Lavon watched the line dancing below. In so many ways, Roger’s place was the perfect setting for a bachelorette party. The low-key honky-tonk offered drinks, dancing, private rooms, a festive environment…but God, she detested Roger. She didn’t want to do business with the swine.

Blindly Eve reached for her longneck beer sitting on the tiny round table beside her. She finished it off, then turned to head for the bar to get another.

The sight of a tall man, roughed up and rugged, standing in the doorway, stopped her in her tracks.

He perused the area with a jaundiced eye, lip curled in disgust, body set in lines of weariness. Obviously Roger’s place wasn’t quite what he’d expected.

From the outside, Roger’s Rodeo looked like any other small-time bar. From the inside, it boasted a disco atmosphere with an open first floor that overlooked the basement below by way of a balcony that circled the entire floor. Both levels provided a bar, and each floor had a smattering of private rooms. But the action happened downstairs: line dancing, mechanical bull rides, billiards, pinball machines.

Two-seater tables lined the balcony, with enough space between to accommodate spectators. Tonight Eve had come to watch, to make a decision on whether or not to organize an event in one of the private rooms in the basement. Harmony, Kentucky, didn’t have a lot of options, and most of what it did have, Roger owned. The group hiring her wasn’t interested in going out of town, so…

The hunk locked eyes with her.

Eve’s heart skipped a beat. It seemed her all-business night was about to include pleasure.

As he started forward, he looked…way too intense. And really beat up. But sexy, too. Rock hard and ripped, all machismo and confidence despite the bruises.

To Eve’s surprise, when he got right in front of her, his mouth lifted on one side—and he stepped around her to peer over the balcony.

Playing hard to get? Amusement and interest unfurled inside her. Turning, Eve took up her position against the railing again. “First time here?”

Without taking his gaze from the dancers below, he rumbled, “Probably my last, too.”

Nice, deep voice. A flutter stirred in her belly. “Not if you plan to be in Harmony long. Roger’s Rodeo is about the only decent place to drink socially.”

One thick shoulder lifted. “Drinking alone has its perks.”

“Those being?”

“Less noise.” He turned toward her, and his gaze boldly searched every inch of her person. “You drinking alone tonight?”

“Not anymore.” She saluted him with her empty beer. “So did a bull stomp all over you, or did you forget your parachute when you jumped from the plane?”

He stared at her mouth. “It was a Russian bull, and mean as hell.”

“I take it the bull won?”

“Actually, no.”

“Ah. Well, looks are deceiving.”

His gaze came back to hers. “I hope not.”

Those three words dripped sensual suggestion. Eve almost sighed. How could one man possess so much appeal? It had been a very long time since she’d felt this drawn. She wanted to get closer to him. She wanted to touch him.

Even in the crowded bar, with the smell of liquor and sweat hanging in the air, she could detect his scent. Rich and reminiscent of the outdoors, it suggested that he’d had a long drive, probably with the windows down. She liked that.

His mussed, light brown hair nearly matched the mellow color of his expressive eyes. He stood easily six-four, towering over her by damn near a foot. His worn jeans and black T-shirt hung loosely on his frame, but solid muscles shown anyway. Whatever he did, he kept his body shredded, without a single ounce of fat.

Eve glanced behind her, saw an empty nook, and said, “Wanna grab a seat?”

His gaze searched hers. “Is a seat my only option for now?”

Lord help her, she wanted to melt. Instead she donned a cocky smile. “For now.”

Both sides of his mouth lifted. “Then, yeah, I’ll take a seat, especially if it comes with a beer.”

Finally having a good excuse, Eve wrapped her fingers around his wrist on the pretense of guiding him to the room. He had thick bones, hot skin, and crisp hair. The fact that her fingers couldn’t completely encircle his wrist got her heart pumping double time.

Along the way to the semiprivate alcove, Eve paused at the bar to say, “Bring us some beers, will ya, Dave?”

“Be right there.”

“Thanks.” They reached the room just in time to head off another couple. “Sorry,” Eve said, and slipped in before them.

Once inside she had to release him, but she held out her hand. “I’m Eve, by the way.”

He looked at her outstretched hand, but didn’t accept the handshake. Instead he captured her wrist, lifted her palm to his mouth, and put the gentlest of kisses there. Still holding on to her, he whispered, “Hi, Eve.”

Get a grip, Eve told herself. She sucked in a deep breath and leaned close as if sharing a confidence. “I’m already sold. You can ease up now.”

His thumb teased over the inside of her wrist. Slowly he shook his head. “No, I don’t think I can.”

“Really?” Damn it, she squeaked. Clearing her throat, she said, “Try, okay?”

“How about one taste first?”

“One taste?” Yeah, sounded like a hell of an idea. “You mean…?”

With one small tug, he had her up against him. His free hand flattened on the small of her back, but not in restraint. She in no way felt forced.

She felt…seduced.

And wasn’t that a unique thing?

“A kiss,” he told her, and his breath brushed her lips. “Just a small one.”

Would she be able to control herself? Doubtful. Harmony did not have men like him. Her experience was limited. She’d never encountered—

Hot, damp heat touched her lower lip and her thoughts shattered. Lightly he traced the tip of his tongue to the corner of her mouth and back again, and sure enough, her lips parted.

He didn’t overpower her with the kiss. In fact the contact of his mouth on hers was so light that he somehow lured her into leaning into him, trying to get more.

His head tilted the tiniest bit, his tongue pressed in, touched the edge of her teeth, slicked beyond to meet her tongue…. And he retreated.

Breathing hard, Eve finally realized that he’d released her. Her eyes fluttered open to find him watching her with so much force, she felt snared.

“Wow.”

Something flared in his light brown eyes, an inferno exploding, and she knew she’d just sealed her fate—at least for that night. “So.” She tried to gather her thoughts. “How about—”

Someone grabbed her arm from behind. Taken off guard, she stumbled back and almost fell.

The hunk reacted with incredible reflexes. Within a single second, she was free, upright, and somehow behind him.

She heard Roger sneer, “I guess I’m interrupting?”

Oh shit. Double shit. How could she have forgotten about Roger the Repulsive?

She ducked to the side of her hunk to meet Roger’s seething condemnation. A glance at the hunk showed no expression at all. He didn’t look angry. Or concerned. He didn’t look like a man who’d reacted instinctively to a situation with lightning speed.

“Sorry about that.”

“Save your excuses,” Roger bit off.

“I wasn’t talking to you.” She stepped between the men, putting Roger at her back. “I can’t imagine how,” she said with a smile, “but I forgot that I’m meeting Roger tonight to discuss business.”

“Business, huh?”

“He owns this joint. I’m an events coordinator.” She lifted her shoulders to share her predicament. “The town doesn’t boast a lot of options, so I’m forced here on a regular occasion.”

“Forced?” Roger snarled. “Without me, you wouldn’t have a business.”

Now that was too over the top. Eve prepared to blast him, but he beat her to the punch.

“Find your manners and introduce me.”

“Right.” She really shouldn’t go out of her way to provoke Roger. He was right that without him and his establishments, her business wouldn’t be nearly so lucrative. “Roger Sims, proprietor.” She gestured toward the hunk. “And you are?”

He smiled.

Roger gave a caustic laugh. “You don’t even know his name? Now why doesn’t that surprise me?”

They both ignored Roger.

Propping one shoulder against the wall, the hunk said, “Most people call me Havoc.”

“Seriously?” How odd. Sure, he’d caused havoc to her system, but that couldn’t be his given name. “Oh wait. Is that like a fighting label?”

Roger pushed himself closer. “I hope you’re joking.”

Havoc winked at her.

Fascinating, Eve thought. And, somehow, the name suited him. “So how come Havoc? I mean, why not Mayhem? Why not Destruction?”

“I didn’t choose it. You fight, you get dubbed. When a name sticks, it sticks.”

“It’s idiotic,” Roger said.

Havoc’s gaze flicked to him, dismissed him as insignificant, and came back to her. “How long will your meeting be?”

Their lack of attention didn’t sit well with Roger. “It’s going to take a while so you might as well forget it.”

In the most emotionless voice imaginable, with no expression whatsoever, the hunk said to Roger, “I don’t like you very much.”

“Is that supposed to bother me?”

“Just stating a fact.”

Roger bunched up. “Are you trying to pick a fight with me?”

Eve barely swallowed a groan. Roger was such a bully that he often egged some poor schmuck into throwing the first punch. Then he’d turn around and have the guy arrested for starting a brawl—a brawl that Roger usually finished.

But Havoc just said, “Nope.”

That threw Roger, but only for a moment. “You’re a fighter who’s afraid to fight?”

Havoc laughed. “No.”

“Then—”

Taking Eve’s arm, Havoc pulled her a few steps away from Roger. After gently tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, he asked, “So how long will you be?”

Elation rose. Finally someone who didn’t give a fig what Roger thought. Someone rational who wouldn’t be pulled into an idiotic pissing contest. Havoc could be her knight in shining armor.

Was he moving to Harmony? She sure hoped so.

“Not long at all.” She turned to face Roger. “I’ll take the night we already discussed. The price you gave is fine. Seven hours, from eight P.M. to three A.M. Three private rooms. Exclusive use of the mechanical bull.” She held out her hand. “Deal?”

Roger locked his teeth. “You need to sign the contract.” Rather than accept her hand, he encircled her wrist in a fist. “We can go to my office now to take care of that.”

As usual Roger’s grip was too tight. Eve winced, half expecting her knight to intercede.

But he didn’t.

His restraint amazed and thrilled her. Attempting to free herself, Eve strained away from Roger. “Since when do I need to sign a contract on the spot?”

The more she tried to pull away, the tighter his fingers clenched. “Summers are busy, you know that. If you want me to hold the time for you, you need to sign.” Determined to have his way, Roger tugged her forward a step.

Eve didn’t mean to, but she winced.

Havoc straightened from his lazy position. As if discussing the weather, he said, “No offense to your liberated soul, but do you need any help?”

Glaring at Roger, Eve said, “No, because he’s going to let me go right now.”

Instead Roger jerked her forward another few inches. “If you want—”

“Sorry, but I can’t take it.” Again Havoc’s movements were fluid and fast. Everything seemed to happen at once. His hand circled Roger’s wrist and squeezed.

On a grunt of pain, Roger’s fingers opened, freeing Eve. Almost at the same time, Roger yanked hard against Havoc’s hold—and Havoc just let go.

Probably because he wasn’t expecting that, Roger stumbled backward. He fetched up against a table, lost his balance, and fell on his ass. The table tipped onto him, causing an awful clatter.

Good thing Dave hadn’t yet brought their beers or they’d be broken on the floor.

Inside Eve laughed at Roger’s predicament. Outside she mimicked Havoc and pretended disinterest. While Roger struggled to right himself, she asked Havoc, “Did you mean for that to happen?”

“I meant for him to let you go.”

“I could have handled it.”

He lifted her arm and lightly brushed his thumb over her skin where red finger marks showed. “Before or after he bruised you?”

“It’s a complicated situation.”

“Yeah?” Leaning against the wall, he asked, “How so?”

Before she could answer, Roger regained his feet. Red faced and shaking with fury, he said through his teeth, “I want you out of my place. Now.”

With regret Havoc faced her. “I don’t suppose you’re ready to go?”

How she wished she could. “Sorry, no.”

“Get out.”

Going on tiptoes, Eve crowded into Roger’s space. “Back off, Roger. You caused this and you know it.”

“He attacked me.”

“Because you had your hands on me. Again.”

His nostrils flared. “And any other man’s hands are fine, just not mine?”

Eve could barely breathe. She didn’t understand Roger and never would. “One way or another,” she promised, “I’m going to make Cam see the truth about you.”

“I could say the very same thing.” His shoulders straightened. “If it wasn’t for Cam, I’d tell you to find another place for your functions. Be very glad that she’s your friend.” Those words were still hanging in the air when Roger turned on his heel and stalked out.

A little embarrassed by her outburst, Eve peeked at Havoc. He stood fixed behind her, his face a mask, his gaze piercing as he stared at her.

In some indefinable way, he suddenly seemed very, very different.

“Well.” Eve clasped her hands together in regret. “I have no idea how I always end up in these awkward predicaments, but at least that should take care of my scene for the day.”

“Who’s Cam?”

Havoc’s tone and stance indicated boredom, but his eyes told a different story. They blazed with emotion.

Was he angry with Roger and hoping to hide it? How could she know, when she’d only just met him?

“Cam Conor. My best friend.”

He gave a small nod, then asked, “What does she have to do with Roger?”

Eve rubbed her forehead. “Unfortunately Roger wants to marry her. He’s asked her a couple of times now. And although Cam hasn’t said yes, she isn’t really saying no, either.”

Loud music and a cacophony of voices couldn’t drown out the sudden stillness between them. Havoc watched her with unwavering attention, leaving her a little intimidated.

Eve tried a laugh. “But that’s my problem.” Seeing a way to ease the tension, she asked, “So what do you think of Harmony so far?”

“Not much.”

Damn but she wished he’d smile just a little. “And me?” Eve tipped her head at him. “Have I made an impression?”

“You lead an interesting life.”

With relief she chuckled at his teasing observation. “Not really. For the most part, I manage to get along with Roger. Not because I like him, but because Cam might marry him. So I bite holes in my tongue, try to keep my opinions to myself, and—”

“Fend off his advances?”

Now he was way off base. “I wouldn’t call them advances as much as unnecessary interest. I’ve always assumed it’s because I’m Cam’s friend. Like maybe he’s just going out of his way to make friends with me because Cam and I are so tight.”

“No.”

She made a face. “Then who knows? I’ve never been able to understand Roger.”

Done with that topic, Havoc asked, “So now what?”

Eve looked at her watch and wanted to curse the fates. “I’m afraid my coach is about to turn into a pumpkin.”

“Let it. I have a rental right outside.”

The man was far too tempting. “Look, I don’t usually pick up guys in bars. I never pick up fighters named Havoc.” Her laugh went flat. “Roger was right about one thing. I’m not on my best behavior tonight. The only upshot is that I’m not likely to ever see you again, so I don’t have to worry about your opinion of me.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. And that being the case…” She crossed the two-foot space separating them and reached for him.

Shamefully practiced, he scooped her in to full body contact and without missing a single beat his mouth was on hers. This kiss had no similarity to the first. Bold, hot, devouring, he kissed the strength right out of her bones and left her pulsing pleasurably in too many places to count.

Dazed, wishing with all her heart that she had the time and the demeanor to indulge in a quick fling, Eve said, “Wow again.”

His big hand cupped her face, his thumb brushed her jaw. “About not seeing me again?”

Please, please, ask for my phone number. Eve said hopefully, “Yes?”

He grinned, and that grin did indeed cause havoc. “Don’t count on it.”

Confused, utterly mute, Eve stood there while he walked away. And damned if he didn’t look as good from the back as he had from the front.








CHAPTER 2




DEAN drove slowly down the street. Memories seeped in, unpleasant, stirring, bombarding him with mixed emotions. So many things looked different—and yet still the same. Twenty years should have obliterated any remembrance of his former life. But he saw the manhole cover in the street and remembered getting caught under it. He saw the tree at the corner of the block and winced, remembering a fall that had knocked the wind out of him.

And he remembered his mother, beautiful, distracted, teasing. Busy with things other than her children. She would laugh at nothing, or at least, nothing that he understood. They had a variety of babysitters-slash-housekeepers around full time, and whenever possible, his mother delegated to them.

He remembered that his father was usually gone. He worked a lot, and when he got home, he wanted to relax. That meant soaking in the pool without kids to bother him or golfing with his buddies. Whenever his mother and father were near each other, they argued.

Day in and day out, the routine hadn’t varied much. Even after Camille and Jacqueline were born, his mother and father hadn’t slowed down or become more domestic. They were unhappy together, but not apart.

Then they’d died in a car wreck, and Dean’s routine world had shattered.

Pulling past the driveway, he parked at the curb and turned off the engine. For a few minutes, he just sat there, looking at the house he’d lived in for nine years. It looked the same. White wood siding. Green shutters. Gray roof. Red front door.

The landscaping was out of date but well kept. Some trees had matured, others were gone. Nothing much had changed.

Then he took a closer look. The shingles on the roof looked a little shabby. The painted wood siding peeled in places. Cracks marred the driveway and sidewalk. The gutters showed patches of rust. Maybe it was his expertise in home repairs, but he saw every small flaw, every indication of neglected upkeep.

Before Dean even realized it, he was outside his rented car. Arms crossed atop the roof, he soaked in the sight of the house and yard and the sensation of seeing it all as an adult.

Damn, but it felt funny to be “home.”

He’d played ball in that front yard with other neighborhood kids. He’d damn near drowned in the pool out back when he’d slipped on his way in. Once he’d chased Jimmy Barker around the house, until Jimmy tripped and knocked out a front tooth. Beyond the backyard pool were woods where he’d often hung out when he wanted to be alone.

Some things hadn’t changed; others had changed irrevocably.

What would his sisters look like now?

Would they appear as deteriorated and run-down as the house? Did he even care?

He pushed away from the rental, locked the doors with the remote, and pocketed the keys in his jeans. Reflective sunglasses shielded his eyes as he strode up the walkway to the front door. Lead rested in his chest and an invisible fist squeezed his throat, but he didn’t hesitate. He was many things, but not a coward.

He knocked and waited.

And waited some more.

Had he come all this way only to find an empty house? Should he hang around for a while or come back later?

After a minute, Dean thought he heard a splash from the backyard. Maybe everyone was out back, enjoying the summer day by the pool. With his fingers tucked in his front pockets, he left the porch and wandered around the side of the house. There were a lot of weeds in the yard, but the mowed lawn kept them mostly hidden.

Halfway around the house, he detected feminine chitchat.

More specifically, he detected Eve’s husky voice.

The lead started to burn, and the fist opened on his windpipe to allow deeper breaths.

Ripe with curiosity, he rounded the corner—and found two women lounging poolside. They were perpendicular to him, facing the sun, and very distracted.

One woman wore a big floppy hat and sunglasses, with a blue, one-piece tank-style suit. Somehow he knew it was Camille in that conservative swimsuit. He felt it like a great gnawing ache, and for a few seconds, he couldn’t pull his eyes away from her.

His sister—all grown up, slim, tall, and obviously modest given her choice of swimwear.

An unfamiliar ache, similar to longing, tried to expand. Dean ruthlessly tamped it down and transferred his gaze to the other woman.

Eve.

She wore a skimpy black bikini, showing off a lot of cleavage, sun-kissed skin, and a tantalizing belly button ring that glinted in the bright summer sunshine.

“You won’t believe what I did last night.”

As Dean watched, she slicked back her dark hair. She was still wet, thin water rivulets trickling along her throat, her belly, and her thighs.

Predatory instincts kicked hard, curling Dean’s mouth into a smile. This feeling he understood. It was lust. The love of the chase. Carnal excitement.

Meeting his sisters alone would be awkward. Having Eve around would blunt the impact. He couldn’t have planned this better.

“With you,” Camille said, “I’ll believe it. Now give.”

“I met a man.”

With her hat pulled low over her eyes, Cam laughed. “Yeah, so?” She stirred just a little, shifting one long leg. “You tend to meet men everywhere you go. Nothing new in that. You’re like a magnet.”

“You get your own share of looks.”

“Maybe. But not the same kind of looks you get.”

Dean could believe that. Eve had a sensual charisma that he hadn’t encountered with too many women. Last night she’d drawn him on every level. If only that ass Roger hadn’t interrupted.

Eve’s toes curled. “Yeah, well, this time…I looked back.”

“So?”

“And…I did more than look.”

Cam became more alert. “Like?”

For one moment, Eve covered her face, then with a groan she dropped her arms wide. “I was bad.”

“Um hmm. How bad?”

Not bad enough, Dean thought. But he stayed silent, listening. Putting off the inevitable meeting with Cam.

Grinning, Eve turned her head toward his sister. “Outright scandalous.”

As Dean moseyed closer, his feet made no noise on the lush lawn and the women didn’t notice him. Given he was the topic of their chatter, that suited him just fine. He parked himself against a warped railing around the back deck and settled in to listen.

Cam laughed again—not the little-girl giggle that Dean remembered from long ago days, but a woman’s laugh. “Scandalous, huh? Did you sleep with him?”

“No! Of course not. I’d just met him.” Eve hesitated before admitting, “But I wanted to. If Roger hadn’t butted in, I think I might have.”

Dean knew she would have. Hell, she’d given off signals that a blind man couldn’t have missed. And when he kissed her…He still felt scorched, remembering it. They would have ended up in bed. He knew it. She knew it. But maybe she didn’t want to tell Cam that.

“Then you should be glad Roger butted in, huh?”

“Maybe.” She closed her eyes again. “But Cam, he was the most gorgeous hunk of man I’ve ever seen. And it wasn’t just his looks.”

“Keep talking.”

“I don’t know. There was just something about him. He was so macho, without throwing it around, ya know? And ohmigod, he smelled so good.”

Dean puzzled over that. He smelled good?

“I just…I wanted to eat him up.”

Shit. Much more talk like that and he’d have a boner. Maybe now was a good time to announce himself. He started to do just that, when Cam spoke again.

“Tell me you got his number.”

Eve groaned. “I was hoping he’d ask for mine, but he didn’t, and even though I’m ballsy, and even though he was the hunkiest hunk I’ve ever seen, I’m kind of glad I won’t ever run into him again.”

“Why? You sound totally smitten.”

“I was totally in lust. I flirted. I kissed him.” She bit her lip. “I made it clear that I was interested. And that’s just it. I behaved like a…a shameless hoochie.” Eve covered her face again. “That’s a tough act to back away from.”

Seeing his intro, Dean smiled and asked, “Was it an act?”

The resulting female screeches could have peeled paint off the house. Both women scrambled fast to their feet. Cam pulled on a terry cover-up.

Eve didn’t have a cover-up, thank God.

She stared at him, her eyes an even more startling blue beneath the hot afternoon sun. Her cheeks flushed; her breasts heaved.

Yeah, he could eat her up, too. Just not yet. But soon.

Dean turned to his sister. “Camille, right?”

“Who are you?”

Eve gasped. “He’s the guy….” She floundered, gulped, and went all breathless. “The guy from last night. The one I was just telling you about.”

Immediately Cam stepped in front of her friend. “What are you doing here? You’re on private property.” She’d gone from sweet to Amazonian in a heartbeat. Even with the big-framed sunglasses concealing a good portion of her face, Dean could see her frown warning him away. “How did you know where to find her?”

So she felt protective of Eve? Nice, not that Eve needed her protection. But he liked it that his sister had a backbone.

“Actually I was looking for you, not her.” And to Eve, Dean said, “You’re just a very nice bonus.”

Both women stared at him, mute.

Sighing, Dean reached into his pocket and pulled out the crumpled letter. “You wrote me. Back some months ago, I know, but I was traveling and it took a while for my mail to catch up to me.”

Cam pushed her glasses to the top of her head. “I wrote you?”

Rather than try to explain, he stepped forward and extended her the letter. She stood about five-eight. Tall, like him, though he still topped her by more than half a foot.

Shaking, Cam accepted the wrinkled pieces of paper. She held them in both hands and stared at them, eyes blinking, lips caught in her teeth. When she looked up at Dean, her eyes were liquid with tears and that twice cursed hope.

Shit, shit, shit. Dean prepared himself. Or at least he thought he did. But how the hell did a man prepare for a long-lost sister?

“Dean?” Her voice went all high and silly. “It’s…it’s really you?”

He didn’t get a chance to reply. The next thing he knew, she had him clutched in a ferocious, unbreakable bear hug. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had plastered herself to him in a platonic way. Even before his mother died, she hadn’t been a demonstrative woman. A pat on the head, a tickle beneath his chin…but not this full-body contact warm with emotion.

Their housekeepers had been kind, but not forward enough to show so much affection. He’d had a few caring schoolteachers, known women while working construction, met his buddies’ wives, his uncle’s one-nighters. But…none of them had treated him like a treasure, like something more than a friend.

None of them had held him like a lifeline.

Even through his numbness, Dean made note of so many things. The chirping of birds. A gentle breeze. Eve’s acute attention and Cam’s softness, the pleasure of her scent. He closed his eyes and inhaled.

His emotions rioted, but in a wholly unfamiliar way. Cam wasn’t a frail girl, but her strength was puny in comparison to his. Her embrace felt…good.

Really fucking good.

Deliberately Dean kept his arms at his sides and struggled to block the sensations of comfort. As one of the most celebrated mixed martial-arts fighters in the world, he sure as hell didn’t need comfort. Not like this.

Not from her.

Looking for a quick distraction, he turned his gaze on Eve.

Mirrored sunglasses shielded his expression from her, but Eve didn’t have the same advantage. He saw her shock, her embarrassment, and something more. Red faced and wide eyed, she stared at him.

Her lips parted, her breathing came fast. Taking his time, Dean looked her over. Compared to Cam, Eve was downright petite, at least in height. But she had curves galore, and in all the right places. She’d spoken as if her brazenness of the night before might have been an anomaly. She wasn’t a shy woman, but she’d reacted to him differently.

He wouldn’t let her forget the chemistry between them. He wouldn’t let her retrench. One way or another, he’d have her—on his terms.

Finally Cam pushed back from him, but only a little, enough to look at his face and smile as if the world had just solved all its problems.

Sniffling and laughing at the same time, she attempted to apologize. “I’m so sorry, Dean. I don’t mean to cry all over you.” She absently smoothed her hands over his chest, sort of feeling him, absorbing him. “In my mind, I rehearsed this moment a thousand times. I prayed that my letter would find you and that you’d come home, but I just didn’t…” Her voice broke and she had to clear her throat. Twice. “Ohmigod, it’s really you.” And she started laughing again.

Feeling like a dope, Dean said, “Yeah,” because he had no idea what else to say. He’d rather fight three undefeated maniacs, for free, than deal with this sentimental crap.

Cam clasped his shoulders. “Eve’s right. You’re so very handsome. And big. I thought Jacki was tall, but…look at you.”

Jacki, his youngest sister. Was she taller than Cam? When would he see her?

Inside Dean’s instincts rioted. Outside he felt rigid enough to break. He locked his teeth and let Cam chatter.

She went on tiptoe to run a hand through his hair. “We have the same color hair.” She sounded delighted by that fact. “Eve, did you see?”

Still mute, Eve nodded.

“Oh, Dean, it is so good to have you here.” And Cam squeezed him again.

Dean didn’t know what to think. Cam was so damned familiar with him, touching and hugging as if she knew him or something. As if they’d actually grown up together. As if he were the typical big brother, instead of an absent stranger.

“Where are my manners?” she asked no one in particular in a voice still high and a little too excited. “Let’s go inside and I’ll get us something to drink. There’s so much catching up to do.” She hooked her arm through his and started dragging him toward the house. “Did you have to travel far to get here? Where were you when you got the letter? Where do you live?”

So many questions at once. Dean looked over his shoulder at Eve. She appeared planted to the spot, but with his attention on her, she suddenly unglued her feet and darted past them, mumbling, “I’ll just go inside and dress.”

As she went past in that perky little half-run, he watched with interest. He was an ass man through and through, and though Eve was slender, she had a generously rounded behind that balanced a nice C-cup up front. Before he left Harmony, he’d know that killer body intimately. That reality helped to soften the others as he faced his past.

“I’m sorry,” Cam said again. “I’m attacking you with questions. You must think I’m nuts.”

He didn’t know her well enough to pass judgment on her mental state. “It’s okay.”

“One at a time, I promise. So…where were you before coming here?”

Dean shook off his reserve. If Cam could be so at ease, then so could he. “When I got your letter I was in Vegas. Before that, I’d been out of the country.”

“Where?” she demanded playfully. “Someplace exotic?”

“Europe mostly.”

She pretended a half-swoon. “Europe. I’m so jealous.”

“I travel a lot. It’s not a big deal.”

“It is to me. I’ve never even been out of Kentucky.”

“Never?” Eve had gone in so fast, she’d left the sliding doors open, and Cam urged him into a cool breakfast and family room combination that opened into the kitchen. He glanced around, reacquainting himself with his childhood home. “You’re kidding, right?”

He’d watched morning cartoons in this room, stretched out on the sofa in his pajamas. He’d played with two-year-old Cam on the carpeted floor. Things were different—pieces of the furniture, the window treatments, even the wall colors. But it was also the same.

“Nope. After school I attended a local college for awhile, but…” She rushed past that topic with nervous haste, as if embarrassed that she hadn’t gotten a degree. “What would you like to drink? Soda, tea, coffee?”

Dean eyed her. “Got a beer?”

She blanched. “Sorry, no.” After a quick glimpse at the clock on the wall, her fingers tangled in a fretful way.

Did she consider two in the afternoon too early to drink? “Is there a problem, Cam?”

“No, it’s just…” Her shoulders lifted. “I’m sorry, but Aunt Lorna doesn’t believe in drinking. She forbids alcohol in the house.”

Grover had told him a lot about Lorna, including what a pious, judgmental bitch she could be. Because of her, he didn’t know his sisters. Lorna had forbidden any contact.

Was she due home soon? Is that why Cam checked the clock?

Unwilling to make an issue of it so soon, Dean shrugged. He trailed her into the kitchen area. “Unsweetened ice tea then, if you have it.”

“Of course.” Cam pulled out a chair like a gallant knight. “Please, sit down. Make yourself comfortable. Are you hungry? I could make you a sandwich.”

“No, thanks.”

“Soup? We have some left over from yesterday. Or I could make you—”

He cut her off, saying, “I’m not hungry.” Good God, Cam could talk a mile a minute. He supposed some of that was excitement.

At seeing him.

Fuck.

“Then how about a cookie? Homemade. I baked some fresh this morning. Oatmeal and raisin.”

Protective, with a Martha Stewart inclination? His sister was an interesting paradox. “I don’t eat sweets very often.”

He might have said he had two heads, with the way she reacted to that. “You don’t? Why ever not?”

“I have to stay in shape.”

With a half laugh, she scoffed at him. “You’re in shape, all right.” Plopping her hat and sunglasses on the counter, she strode to the refrigerator to get his drink. “Just look at you. You’re all bulging muscle.”

Dean didn’t want her thinking him a fanatic, so he explained. “I’m a fighter, Cam. My diet is an important part of my lifestyle.”

Drawing to a halt, she turned to gape at him. “A fighter?”

Unsure if her look meant revulsion or intrigue, he said nothing.

“No cookies, but beer is okay?” Suspicion brought her brows down and she propped her hands on her hips. “How’s that work?”

He realized she was teasing, and he smiled with her. “Hey, I have to draw the line somewhere. No way am I going to give up everything, and I’d rather watch the sweets. But I limit my drinking to the times in between fights. When I’m training, I cut out the alcohol, too.”

“You must have amazing willpower. I try, but I’m a sugar junkie.”

It didn’t show. Cam had a trim, athletic figure. He supposed that was part of their gene pool. He remembered his mother as a slender woman and his father as leanly muscular.

As Cam filled the glass with ice and tea, she kept glancing at him. “You’re a professional fighter? Like a boxer, you mean?”

“Not exactly a boxer.” Rather than continue to hide, Dean removed the mirrored sunglasses and laid them on the table. When he looked at Cam this time, she saw his eyes—and immediately jumped subjects. Again.

“Dean! We have the same eyes, too. Isn’t that amazing?”

He couldn’t help but grin. Cam amused him with her overload of enthusiasm. “Are you always this upbeat?”

Eve strolled back in. “Yeah, she is. Sickening, isn’t it?”

Swiveling in his seat, Dean looked at her. She avoided meeting his gaze, but he didn’t mind. They both knew how she felt, just as they both knew what would come of it.

She’d pulled her wet hair into a ponytail, emphasizing high cheekbones and a stubborn chin. Short jean shorts showed off her ass almost as good as the bikini bottoms had. A thin tank top advertised her lack of a bra. Her bare legs were beautiful.

While checking out every inch of Eve, Dean said, “Cam and I might share coloring, but our dispositions are polar opposites.”

Cam laughed. “Meaning you’re a bear? I don’t believe it. Look at how you’ve put up with me already.”

“I believe it.” Eve went on tiptoe to reach a glass, then helped herself to the tea. “His fighting name is Havoc.” She tipped the glass at him in a salute. “That oughta tell ya something, right?”

Now this was familiar. Sparring with an attractive lady, cultivating the sexual tension. Much, much easier than that…that sentimental mishmash Cam kept slinging his way.

Relishing the new game, Dean made sure Eve saw him eyeing her breasts before saying, “They call me Havoc because, to some, I appear a disorderly fighter.” His gaze came up to meet hers, and he caught her arrested, flustered expression. He smiled, just to let her know he knew what she felt and what she thought. “Most guys have a technique that can be pegged. It gives other fighters something to study, to prepare for. But I
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