
  
    [image: RUTHLESS HAWKE]
  


  
    
      RUTHLESS HAWKE

      A SECOND GENERATION HAWKE FAMILY NOVEL

      
        BILLIONAIRES OF NEW ORLEANS: THE HAWKE FAMILY SECOND GENERATION

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        GWYN MCNAMEE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        RUTHLESS HAWKE

        © 2023 Gwyn McNamee

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. Except as permitted by U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior permission of the author.

        The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.

        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, establishments, or organizations, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously to give a sense of authenticity. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      Cover Model: Andrew Biernat

      Photographer: Wander Aguiar

      Cover Design: Michelle Johnson at Bluesky Design

      Editing: Stephie Walls at Wallflower Edits

    

  


  
    
      To anyone who ever felt the weight of expectations and broke free of them…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HAWKE FAMILY TREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Hawke Family Tree]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Note From The Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        OTHER WORKS BY GWYN MCNAMEE

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ISAAC

      

      

      Nothing better prepares me for doing battle against some asshole in the courtroom than having my dick sucked by the judge’s clerk right before the hearing.

      And Tina is a damn queen when it comes to working over my cock and relieving all my stress so I can go to counsel’s table with a clear mind.

      Sweet fucking hell, is she good…

      Groaning, I drop my head back against the door of her office while she swirls her tongue around my length, one hand grasping the base, the other digging sharp nails into my bare thigh. My hips jerk, pushing me forward slightly, and she issues a little moan of approval and redoubles her efforts, sucking me deep into her throat.

      “Fuck, Tina…”

      I bury my fingers in her curly, blond hair, tugging on the strands and squeezing my eyes closed to rein in the need to drive harder into her mouth and fuck away the true frustration of having to be here today for this hearing has built up within me.

      Bad fucking idea.

      As soon as I lose sight of the woman on her knees in front of me, the face of another one flashes through my head.

      The blond strands become red…

      Blue eyes become amber…

      Not fucking now.

      I should have known it would happen today, should have anticipated her haunting me on the fifth anniversary of our spectacular weekend together in Chicago, but all I want is to enjoy the woman I’m with and forget about the one who inhabits my fantasies relentlessly.

      As if that’s ever worked.

      Day after day. Week after week. Month after month. Year after year. Nothing changes. I still feel the gentle brush of her hand, the way her cunt encased me so perfectly. Her moans and gasps still ring in my ears like some ethereal call to find her when it’s impossible.

      God knows I’ve fucking tried…

      I shake my head to try to clear the old memories and tighten my grip on Tina’s blond tresses. She twists her hand up my shaft with each withdrawal of her mouth, dragging me even closer to release.

      The alarm on my phone blares, warning us that court will start in a few minutes, but it doesn’t even faze her. If anything, it only spurs her on, makes her more determined. She keeps going harder, working me over like a true master.

      Shit.

      Judge Cramer is nothing if not punctual, and he’ll be walking into his chambers right next door to Tina’s office any minute now.

      Fuck.

      There’s one surefire way to make sure I come before he does. And it’s the one thing I don’t want to do. The thing I’ve been avoiding since the minute Tina dragged me back here and put her mouth on me, but I do it anyway.

      I close my eyes and picture her on her knees, her lips wrapped around me, sucking me down. I hear her voice echoing in my ear, saying the name I gave her.

      Nolan…

      “Fuck!” I explode instantly, cum shooting out of my cock into Tina’s eager mouth. “Fuck, fuck, fuck…”

      She swallows it quickly, the rippling of her throat making my body spasm even more until I finally have nothing left but regret at having to use that memory when I’m with Tina.

      I sag back against the door, relax my grip on her hair, and let my eyes drift open to meet her green ones staring up at me with amusement.

      Tina climbs to her feet, straightens her skirt, and casually walks over to her desk to grab the files on it, as if she didn’t just work me over like a fucking queen.

      I suck in a heavy breath as I grab my boxer briefs and pants from around my knees and tug them back up, tucking in my still-hard cock and securing my belt in place. “That was incredible.”

      Truly.

      And just what I needed this morning to break through the dark cloud of annoyance hanging over me at having to be back here to argue about the same thing again and again.

      She grins at me over her shoulder, her pride making her practically glow in the harsh, artificial fluorescent light. “I know.”

      I bark out a laugh and run a hand through my hair. “Am I going to see you tonight?”

      Files in hand, she approaches and shakes her head. “No. I have a date.”

      I raise a brow at her. “Really, who with?”

      She leans in and smiles coyly. “Why? You jealous?”

      With a smirk, I reach out and run my thumb under her lips to wipe away the smeared lipstick. Our little arrangement works so well for both of us precisely because there is no jealousy. We get our itches scratched when we need to, with no feelings involved. If she really is dating someone now, I’d be happy for her and would back off so there weren’t any potential problems. But the same protectiveness that always rises when any of the Hawke women go out with anyone swells in my chest.

      “Not jealous. Curious.” And concerned. “Who is he?”

      She presses a quick kiss to my cheek before she reaches for the door handle at my side. “It’s a blind date, actually. A friend set me up.”

      The words “blind date” flash through my head and tense my shoulders. I grab her arm, my humor deflating slightly. “Do you know anything about the guy? You need to be careful, Tina.”

      Her gaze softens. “He’s an old friend of my best friend who just moved to town. I assure you, she’s known him since they were like ten, and he’s completely safe.”

      No man is completely safe. If I’ve learned anything during my time working on criminal cases with the Innocence Project in law school and doing the dirty work for the family since graduating, it’s that very simple fact.

      “Just be careful and let me know if I need to have a talk with the guy.”

      Her lips curl into a grin. “Thanks for watching out for me, Counselor.”

      My unease over the situation relaxes slightly. “You know I always will.”

      She nods and twists the doorknob, and I step away so she can tug open the door just as heavy footsteps echo down the hall, moving toward us.

      Tina casts a quick peek at me before smiling at whoever approaches. “Good morning, Judge.”

      I give myself a once-over to ensure I’m presentable and grab my briefcase from the floor, where I tossed it when I came in so I can follow her out. “Good morning, Your Honor.”

      His old blue eyes widen, his bushy, white brows rising up his wrinkled forehead. “Mr. Hawke, you’re here early.”

      Tina smiles and holds up the files in her hand. “He needed me to make some copies for today’s hearing. I got it taken care of, Judge.”

      The old man bobs his head. “Oh, excellent. Excellent. So, we’ll be ready for the hearing to proceed?”

      I shrug. “As long as Attorney Whitaker shows up and is prepared to proceed, I’m ready to go.”

      Judge Cramer waves me off. “Yes, yes. You’re always ready. I don’t have to worry about you. It’s the other one I worry about…” He mumbles the last few words under his breath. “I’m going to grab my coffee, then I’ll be right out.”

      He trudges back to his chambers while I follow Tina into the main courtroom for what promises to be another contentious hearing if Whitaker continues his typical bullshit.

      Which he will.

      His clients show no intention of slowing down their campaign against the Hawkes, and he doesn’t seem at all fazed by coming in here and defending their actions.

      Bailiff Henry inclines his head toward us from his post next to the double doors of the courtroom, and the object of my disdain and the reason we’re here today pushes through them from the main courthouse hallway and offers me a smug grin.

      Douchebag.

      Turning my back to him, I settle at the plaintiff’s table, and he casually strolls through the swinging wooden gate that separates the spectator area and slides his briefcase onto the defense table next to mine.

      He slowly lowers himself into his chair, apparently confident he’s got this hearing in the bag, if his relaxed, nonchalant demeanor and smugness mean anything. Unless he knows something I don’t, the man is delusional to believe he’s going to win today.

      I pull out my file and flip it open to the injunction I filed. “You ready to go, Cass?”

      Asshole.

      His lips twitch. “I’m always ready to go, Isaac. You know that.”

      “It would save both of us an awful lot of time and energy if you could get your client to just stop with this bullshit.”

      A slow grin pulls at his lips. “And miss all this fun?”

      Arrogant fucker.

      Almost two years of this, and they’re still going at it with no end in sight. And Cassius Whitaker seems to enjoy it far more than he should, given the number of times I’ve wiped the floor with him.

      His clients don’t appear to have learned their lesson yet, but today, I will ensure they get the message—when you go up against the Hawkes, you’re playing with fire and you’re going to get burned.

      Judge Cramer steps out from chambers, and Tina stands.

      Bailiff Henry’s deep voice rolls through the courtroom. “All rise.”

      Judge motions for us to be seated as he lowers himself into his. “Everyone sit.”

      Tina hands him the file, and he flips it open and takes a sip of his cup of coffee, examining the contents even though he clearly knows why we’re here today based on our earlier interaction in chambers.

      She peeks my way before she retakes her seat and calls the case. “The court calls Orleans Parish case number 2023-022323. Hawke Enterprises, Inc. versus Falco Enterprises, Inc.”

      Judge Cramer looks up from the file. “Good morning, Counselors.”

      I rise and incline my head toward him in acknowledgment. “Good morning, Your Honor. Isaac Hawke appears on behalf of Hawke Enterprises, Incorporated.”

      Whitaker does the same. “Good morning, Your Honor. Cassius Whitaker appears on behalf of Falco Enterprises, Incorporated.”

      And is a total dick.

      We take our seats again as the judge continues to flip through the file. Finally, he eases back in his chair and darts his shrewd gaze between us. “We’re here this morning for a decision on the injunction request of Hawke Enterprises. I’ve reviewed the submissions of both parties, and I’m ready to hear any oral arguments you’ve prepared.”

      Oh, I’m definitely prepared.

      It’s time to really let Whitaker and Falco Enterprises have it.

      I push to my feet. “Your Honor, while our affidavits and attachments filed with the injunction clearly demonstrate the violation of Hawke Enterprises’ trademarks by the defendants.” I cast a pointed glare at opposing counsel. “Again. I would like to say a few additional things about this matter.”

      He nods. “Of course, Counsel.”

      “As Your Honor is well aware, this injunction request mirrors several others that this court has granted over the last few months.” I look at Whitaker. “And frankly, the pattern that’s emerged has gone from problematic and annoying to outright harassment. Hawke Enterprises has valid trademarks on dozens of business names and logos, and the Hawke family has been a pillar of this community for decades, operating numerous businesses, spanning from restaurants to coffee shops to bars and even adult entertainment establishments.” I tighten my jaw. “But over the last few years, Falco Enterprises has decided to compete with Hawke Enterprises in these areas. Now, there’s nothing illegal about some friendly competition in the business sector, but what is concerning to me and should be to this court is the apparent attempt by Falco Enterprises to violate those trademarks continually—”

      Attorney Whitaker starts to get to his feet. “Your Honor, if I may interject—”

      “No, you may not.” The judge’s glare cuts like a knife across the room. “You’ll have your chance, and you’re going to let Mr. Hawke finish.”

      I fight a smirk and catch Tina doing the same.

      It’s time to lay this out for Whitaker and hope he can get it back to his clients in a way they will understand.

      “The first incident was the opening of ‘The Hawk Club’ adult entertainment establishment eighteen months ago, which was not only named very similarly but also included a business logo that bears a striking resemblance to that of ‘The Hawkeye Club’ owned by Hawke Enterprises. As the court and Mr. Whitaker are aware, you ruled in favor of Hawke Enterprises in their injunction based on the trademark of said name and logo due to the risk of confusion. Then, you ruled in favor of Hawke Enterprises again twelve months ago, nine months ago, and seven months ago when Falco Enterprises opened ‘The Hawk Bar,’ ‘The Hawk Grill,’ and ‘The Hawk House Tavern.’ Again, because all bore strikingly similar names and logos to existing Hawke Enterprises entities.”

      I shake my head and spread out my hands. “I’m not sure how much more direct I can be about this, Your Honor. After four decisions against Mr. Whitaker’s client, they continue to pursue this avenue of business practice. Now, they’ve opened a restaurant with a similar name and logo to an existing Hawke Enterprises restaurant and expect there to be a different result.”

      Judge Cramer narrows his eyes on Whitaker. “Do you care to offer an explanation on behalf of your clients?”

      Whitaker pushes to his feet, rebuttoning his suit coat. “I would, Your Honor. Falco Enterprises adamantly maintains that none of these businesses violate the trademarks of Hawke Enterprises. The Hawkes spell their name with an E at the end, and none of Falco Enterprises’ businesses use that spelling. In addition, the Falco Enterprises’ logos—with respect to all these entities—are distinct enough that there is no room for confusion in the marketplace.”

      The coolness in Judge Cramer’s look could ice over the room. “My decisions have begged to differ, Attorney Whitaker.”

      “And the court is aware that those are under appeal. But appeals take time, Your Honor, and Falco Enterprises can’t sit back and do nothing while it waits for your decisions to be overturned by the higher court.”

      Judge Cramer doesn’t appear as amused by Whitaker’s words as I am.

      “If I may respond, Your Honor?”

      “Yes, Mr. Hawke.”

      I climb to my feet and rebutton my suit coat, squaring my shoulders. “I’m not sure what Falco Enterprises has against the Hawkes, whether it’s a personal issue or they just want to ride the coattails of someone who came before them to make some easy money, but I have confidence that the court’s prior rulings on these issues are correct as a matter of law and will be upheld on any appeals. I would further ask Attorney Whitaker to inform his clients—as I’ve asked him many times before—to reconsider their business plan because if they want to continue to harass my family, they will be facing a lot worse than what’s already been done in this courtroom.”

      Okay, that might have gone a bit too far.

      Threatening the opposing party is generally frowned upon in the legal system, but the fact that these douchebags insist on repeatedly coming after us like this has pushed me to the point of no return. I won’t stop at filing suits against them for tortuous interference, intentional infliction of emotional distress, and anything else I can come up with, either.

      It’s long past the time to play dirty and take care of things outside of court. Everyone loves the Hawkes, and there are plenty of people in New Orleans willing to help us fight our battles.

      Whitaker shifts slightly on his feet, the only hint of unease at my words. “Your Honor—”

      “No.” Judge Cramer cuts him off, holding up a hand and leaning forward. “I am again ruling in favor of Hawke Enterprises and granting the injunction. Falco Enterprises will change the name and the logo to avoid brand confusion with any Hawke Enterprises entities. And counsel…I’m going to warn you right now that this continued practice is likely to result in additional trouble for you, including lawsuits from the Hawkes that I’m frankly surprised they haven’t filed already.”

      Only because we’ve been trying to dig through layers and layers of shell companies and trusts to determine who actually owns Falco Enterprises…

      If we’re going to an all-out war, we’re dragging these people in personally and not just going after the corporate entity.

      Judge shakes his head, seemingly as exasperated with the situation as I am. “Everyone in New Orleans knows the Hawkes and enjoys their establishments. Perhaps you should tell your clients to learn to do the same instead of copying them.”

      Tina hands a paper to Judge Cramer.

      He scans it. “And I see Attorney Hawke has been kind enough to prepare the order for the court to sign. Thank you, Mr. Hawke.”

      “Of course, Your Honor.”

      Tina fights a smile as she types in the notes on her computer.

      Judge scribbles his signature on the prepared order. “We’re done, Counselors.”

      Thank fuck.

      That wasn’t nearly as bad as I had anticipated it would be. I thought I would have to bring out some of my boxing moves—throwing jabs and hooks at this fucker. But it seems Judge Cramer is at the end of his rope just as much as the family is with all this.

      I slide my file back into my briefcase, incline my head to Tina and the judge, and make my way out of the courtroom and into the hallway. Whitaker follows behind me shortly and stops next to me, releasing a light sigh as he scans the corridor and examines the people hustling back and forth.

      He casually checks his watch.

      It takes every ounce of willpower I possess not to deck him right here. Remaining professional in the courtroom is one thing, but if I ever ran into this fucker on the street, it would be a different story. “You didn’t think you were going to get a different result today, did you?”

      Whitaker offers a slight shrug. “I get paid the same no matter what the result is. If my clients want to keep defending lawsuits, I’ll keep showing up as long as they’re still dropping $500 an hour for it.” He smirks. “Judge Cramer won’t be around forever, you know. Your dad and uncles may have him in their hip pocket, but eventually, we’ll get a judge who understands the law and isn’t blinded by their loyalty to your family.”

      I let out a mirthless laugh. “You really are an arrogant prick, aren’t you?”

      “You have no idea.”

      The fucker has the balls to wink at me before he saunters down the hall.

      My phone vibrates in my inner coat pocket, and I pull it out to check the message—likely Dad or Kennedy checking in on what happened in the hearing.

      
        
          
            
              
        UNCLE GABE

      

      
        Get back to the office ASAP. Family emergency.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. This can’t be good.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        MINA

      

      

      The city of New Orleans flies by outside the window of the SUV, foreboding storm clouds building in the sky above it. It mirrors the dark dread resting squarely on my chest and the unstable anger brewing inside me that’s only grown since this awful day began.

      “Mina, look at me, tesoro.”

      I continue to stare out the window, refusing to give my attention to the man who has caused all this turmoil and ripped me from my life without any real explanation.

      His hand curls around my forearm and tightens gently, the touch full of all the love and affection he’s always given me, but also with the fear of how he anticipates I’ll lash out at him. “Please, tesoro…”

      Like using that nickname is somehow going to break the stony wall I’ve put up for very good reason. He knows the one surefire way to piss me off—and he’s done just that.

      Made decisions about my life for me while keeping me in the damn dark.

      Once again, giving me no option.

      Making demands.

      Issuing orders.

      Sometimes, it’s hard to process how much I can love him and hate him at the same time, but maybe that’s just the nature of family. They’re the only ones capable of hurting you so much in the name of protecting you.

      I finally glower at him in the driver’s seat, trying to fight the desire to lash out in the confined space. “I don’t have anything else to say to you.”

      The flight here from Chicago gave me plenty of time to let him know my thoughts on being woken at the asscrack of dawn, told to pack a single bag, and then being forced to board a plane without any idea what the hell was going on—without even an opportunity to say goodbye to Mom.

      His jaw tightens while he maintains his focus on the road. “Look, I understand you’re pissed at your mother and me, but this is the best thing. I promise—”

      This is the best thing?

      Insanity!

      He’s literally insane if he really believes that.

      “How is it the best thing for me to be here and not with you and Mom? You’ve spent years preventing me from leaving Chicago, telling me I have to stay there and live with you because it’s the only place that’s safe. You kept me from going to art school in Paris. You kept me from going out on my own. But now, you’re sending me away like you can’t wait to get rid of me and acting like home is the most unsafe place on the planet.”

      His hand slips from my arm, and he pushes it back through his dishwater-blond hair that’s finally starting to show signs of gray after all these years. “I won’t involve you in this.”

      “Yeah, no shit.” I cross my arms over my chest with a huff of annoyance. “You know, maybe if you actually told me everything instead of trying to hide the truth, it would make this a little easier on everyone.”

      A muscle in his jaw tics as he considers his response. “If you knew the truth of what your mother and I do…the threats I have to protect all of us from every day, you’d never leave the goddamn house.”

      I scowl at him. “I barely do now. You don’t fucking let me.”

      “That’s for good reason, Mina. More than one.” He glances at me before returning his attention to the road. His hands tighten on the wheel until his knuckles whiten. “This isn’t some fucking game. The people we’re dealing with mean business. They’re going to make a point, and they’re going to do it by coming after the people your mother and I care about. You’re at the top of that fucking list.”

      “Then why can’t I go wherever you and Mom are headed?”

      “Because having all of us in one place is a recipe for disaster. Your mother is safe. By bringing you here, someplace they can never find you, then I can be confident you’re safe and I can concentrate on doing what I have to do. The Hawkes will keep you safe.”

      The confidence in his voice should give me some, but without knowing what’s happening, all I can feel in the moment is anger and unease. I don’t know these people, never met a single one of them, yet I’m being asked to just accept that he’s dumping me here and not offering any sort of explanation.

      “How do you know that?”

      All I’ve heard about the Hawkes over the years is that they are some sort of pussy peddlers in New Orleans. People Dad knows going way back. It doesn’t exactly instill a lot of confidence in using them as a hideout from whatever threat Mom has brought on us today.

      “There are very few people in this world I trust more than Gabe Anderson. He saved my life more times than I can count. If anyone is going to be able to keep you hidden and safe, it’s going to be him and his family. He knows how to deal with these situations, and nobody will ever link us to them.”

      “You hope.”

      He slams his hand against the steering wheel, the tension of the day finally boiling over. “Why can’t you just trust me, Mina?”

      “Because you don’t trust me! Every time I find something that makes me happy, something I want, you destroy it.”

      A flash of another car ride where I felt the exact same way hits me so hard it steals my breath. All the anguish of that morning, of the ones that followed, slam into me and make my eyes burn with unshed tears.

      Oh, my God…

      I check the radio clock display in the SUV and zero in on the date.

      Of all the days…

      No wonder the memory feels so fresh, so painful.

      Things are so different from five years ago, yet so much has stayed the same. Mother and Father controlling me. Commanding my life like I’m some sort of marionette on strings. Telling me what’s good for me. Dictating what I have to do. Demanding what’s required of me.

      How can everything have changed, yet nothing has changed in five damn years?

      I release a heavy sigh and rest my temple against the cool glass as Dad takes a left turn and pulls to a stop in front of an old, painted brick building that reminds me of every photograph I’ve ever seen of historic NOLA.

      If I weren’t so annoyed at the moment, I might be able to actually appreciate the beauty of it all.

      “Look, Mina…” Dad throws the SUV into park, turns to me, and pulls off his sunglasses. He must mean business if he’s doing that. “There’s only one thing that’s important to me, one thing that matters in this fucking world—my family. I will protect each and every one of you with my last fucking breath. Do you understand me? Even if it means you hate me for it.”

      A knife twists in my chest at the pain in his statement. “I don’t hate you, Dad.”

      He barks out a mirthless laugh. “Really? Because you’re fucking acting like it now.”

      “I hate this.” I spread out my hands. “I hate the situation. I hate the fact that you’re always trying to decide my life and what’s best for me. I’m twenty-six years old. I can make decisions for myself.”

      “We’re not going to discuss the consequences of your decisions right now, Mina, because we’re here.” He points toward the building. “We’ll go in, talk to Gabe and the Hawkes, figure out a plan, and then, I have to take care of business.”

      “You’re really not going to tell me everything?”

      He releases a little sigh, the same one he has always given me when I push him to tell me something he can’t or won’t. “You know I can’t. It would only put you in more danger. And you know what could happen if you’re under too much stress.”

      Like dragging me from my bed without explanation isn’t stressful?

      “I’m not dumb, Dad. I understand the kind of shit that goes on behind closed doors with yours and Mom’s ‘business associates’ or whatever you want to call them—”

      “There are things that could put you in even more danger if you knew them, and you have to trust me, Mina. Your life depends on it.”

      It isn’t the first time I’ve heard this speech from him, but it is the first time I’ve seen this look in his eyes.

      He’s scared.

      Dad doesn’t get scared.

      Not ever.

      Until this very moment, I didn’t even realize it was possible, but there it is, staring back at me in white and blue.

      I push open my door. “It’s not like I have a choice, anyway.”

      All I can do is go along with whatever he has planned.

      I can’t run.

      I can’t hide.

      There is no hiding from who I am, and there never will be.

      I learned that the hard way a long time ago and have had to deal with the very real fallout of that. Today is no exception. No one can control who shares their blood, and what runs through my veins is precisely what makes me a target.

      Dad steps out onto the street, sliding the shades back into place and scanning around us, ever vigilant, the skills drilled into him in the military always present. He looks over the hood at me. “Grab Vivi, and let’s go.”

      A bird flies overhead, swooping and swirling in the ocean-scented air blowing in with the storm. I inhale deeply what might be my last breath of fresh air for a long time. Something tells me that what is going on isn’t going to resolve easily or quickly, and Dad doesn’t have any intention of allowing me anywhere someone might get to me. That means keeping me under lock and key.

      Apparently controlled by the Hawkes.

      I open the back door of the SUV and carefully unstrap Viviana from her booster seat, trying not to wake her. It’s been a long, eventful day already, and the last thing I need is her melting down because she’s exhausted and confused about what’s happening. It’s hard enough keeping myself together through this; it might not be possible with a tired and cranky four-year-old.

      As far as she knows, this is a “vacation” with her grandfather, and we’ve done our best to hide our concern over the rushed flight out of Chicago from her. Relatively easily done so far, but once she’s more alert, she’ll be asking questions that will be hard to answer.

      Especially when I don’t even know anything.

      Her eyes flutter slightly, and I gather her in my arms. She wraps hers around my neck and clings to me, burying her face against my shoulder with a little groan before she settles back down.

      Hopefully, back to sleep.

      Dad monitors the area, his body tense, sunglasses-covered eyes zeroing in on the movements of every person walking down the sidewalk and every vehicle passing by on the street.

      He approaches the building, pulls open the door, and I follow him into Hawke Law.

      A middle-aged woman sits at a desk in the center of an opulent yet tastefully elegant waiting area. She looks up at us from her computer with a quick jerk of her strawberry-blond head. “Oh, hello, can I help you?”

      Dad approaches her but doesn’t remove the glasses when she stares at him like he’s crazy for wearing them indoors. “I’m here to see Gabe Anderson.”

      “Oh…” Her eyes widen slightly. “Of course. He said he was expecting you. Hold on one moment.” She slides from her chair and hustles to a door on the left while I scan the framed newspaper articles on the walls. The receptionist cracks the door, sticks her head in, and steps back out. “You can come in.” The woman’s gaze zeroes in on Vivi’s sleeping in my arms. “If you want, you can let her sleep on the couch in the other office while you guys talk.”

      Dad glances at Vivi. “It’s probably a good idea.”

      Whatever is going on has him rattled, and he doesn’t want any chance of Vivi overhearing anything that might scare her. As much as I don’t want her out of my sight right now, I don’t want to risk that, either.

      I nod and follow the woman to a door on the right of the waiting room area.

      She pushes it open and ushers me in. “This is Isaac’s office. He isn’t back from court yet.” She motions to a large, plush leather couch along one wall. “You can leave her there. I’ll listen for her and peek my head in. If she wakes up, I’ll let you know right away.” Turning back to me, she offers a wide smile. “I’m Evelyn, by the way.”

      I force a tight smile I don’t feel and lower Vivi to the couch with her head on one of the pillows. She protests and squirms for a second, but once I grab the blanket off the back and drape it over her, she settles back to sleep. “She’s a pretty heavy sleeper, so she should be okay.”

      Evelyn offers me another kind smile and follows me back into the waiting area, then across the hall to the other office, where the door stands open and voices carry out.

      “I appreciate you sending the plane, Gabe. Valentina and I didn’t want to risk using ours and having anyone track us.”

      “Of course. Anything we can do—”

      I step in, and Evelyn closes the door behind me, sealing me in the room for what feels like a meeting of monumental importance.

      Dad stands to my right, in front of a man with sandy-blond hair sprinkled with gray and a muscular build who must be Gabe. I let my gaze drift toward the desk and the man sitting behind it, who climbs to his feet and adjusts his perfectly tailored suit coat, locking his cool Caribbean-blue gaze on me.

      He extends a hand. “I’m Stone Hawke.”

      My breath catches in my throat.

      No.

      It can’t be…

      His eyes…

      The familiarity of them staring at me from under thick, dark hair with gray at the temples makes goosebumps erupt across my skin.

      “Tesoro?”

      Dad’s voice snaps me from my daze, and I slide my hand into Stone’s and shake weakly, unable to tear my focus from the familiar lines of his face. The set of his jaw. His broad, strong shoulders encased in the immaculate suit. I’ve seen them in my mind too many times to count, drawn them from memory easily, as if it were my hands touching him again instead of merely holding the charcoal pencil and putting it on paper…

      Even five years later, the striking similarities he bears to the man who rocked my world and changed my entire life are impossible to ignore.

      “Mina?”

      Shit.

      I’ve been staring at him, and I gladly take the invitation to look away from the man who’s unnerved me so much.

      Dad waves me over. “Come meet Gabe.”

      The blond man with haunting green eyes extends a hand toward me. “It’s nice to meet you after all these years. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

      I accept his proffered hand and shake it. All the things Dad told me about what Gabe did with these hands when they were deployed together rush through my head. If Mom and Dad believe this threat is real, then bringing me to the sniper who saved Dad’s life and hundreds of others makes sense.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      He motions toward the man behind the desk. “This is my brother-in-law.”

      Dad approaches the desk and offers his hand to the man whose hard, lean body looks more like that of a thirty-year-old than the mid-fifties he must be.

      Stone gives Dad a lopsided smile. “It’s great to meet you finally, Cutter. Gabe’s told us an awful lot about you over the years.”

      Eyes still hidden behind his ever-present shades, Dad casts a glance over his shoulder at Gabe. “I sure as hell hope not.”

      Gabe offers a knowing grin and motions for us to take a seat in two chairs facing the desk. “Why don’t you fill us in on the situation?”

      At least I’m not the only one in the dark.

      All I got was a rude awakening before the asscrack of dawn and the order that we had to leave. Maybe now, I’ll finally get some answers.

      Dad and I both lower ourselves into the chairs, and I wait for him to start. Instead, he scrubs a hand across his jaw—a sure sign he’s on edge. That doesn’t bode well and makes acid rise in my throat.

      Cutter Jackson isn’t just my father; he’s a stone-cold killer—if anything I’ve ever heard about him from the men who work for him is true. He would never let me see that side of him, but I know enough to understand that people fear him for a reason.

      And that he fears nothing.

      His unease means something is very, very wrong.

      “Well”—he glances my way—“without going into too much detail, a threat has been made by one of Valentina’s business associates.”

      Gabe leans his hip against the side of the desk and crosses his arms over his large chest. “What kind of threat?”

      Stone reclines slightly in his big leather chair, listening to every word, shrewd blue gaze assessing Dad in a way that makes me squirm in my seat. I’ve seen that look before…just from a different man who looked like a younger version of this one.

      Dad pulls off his shades, showing in full detail the destruction to his face and dead eye, and looks directly at Stone. “One that’s real enough that I need you to protect my family.”

      His words send a rush of cold dread through my veins.

      Fuck. This is bad.

      Maybe dragging us here isn’t an overreaction…

      The door opens behind us, and Dad twists toward it, reaching for the weapon he always has ready at his hip.

      Gabe lashes out and presses a hand against his shoulder, stopping him before he can unload into whoever is entering. “It’s okay. That’s just Isaac.”

      Isaac?

      Instantly, the energy shifts in the room.

      A slight crackle of electricity sizzles across my exposed skin, tightening it like it’s too small for my body.

      My mouth goes dry.

      The skin on every inch of my body heats.

      And even though I continue to face the older man across from me at the desk, my gut tells me the truth of who’s standing behind me before I can even turn around.
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      The moment I step into the room, the conversation ends abruptly, and Uncle Gabe snaps his hand to the wide shoulder of the man in the chair in front of him, who turns toward the door. He glares at me with one blue eye and one dead white one that’s surrounded by gnarly red scars crawling up the right side of his face and down his neck.

      It can only be one person—Cutter Jackson.

      And if Cutter Jackson is here, it means the shit has really hit the fan.

      Family emergency.

      I can’t even count the number of times I’ve received a text saying that from someone. It’s my job, after all, to fix things for the family. That’s what Dad and I do, but if they’ve called in Cutter to assist, it must be deadly serious.

      His reputation precedes him and has only grown over the years from all the stories Uncle Gabe has told us. I can only imagine the things he hasn’t. This isn’t a man you fuck with, and you don’t bring him in unless it’s a last resort.

      Hell…

      Here I thought my showdown with Whitaker was going to be the roughest part of my day. Seems I may have underestimated how much shit the family can get into.

      I close the door behind me and briefly scan the tense room. Dad offers me a nod of recognition from behind his desk, and my eyes drift to a long tangle of thick, brunette hair cascading down the back of a woman in the chair next to Cutter.

      My entire body heats and tenses, my mind racing back to another waterfall of hair spilling over slender shoulders…

      They were exposed that night in the dress that left very little to the imagination, and the tresses were red—definitely not this dark brunette that shimmers under the lights in the office. But something clicks in my head, traveling straight to my heart and seizing it up in my chest.

      No.

      It can’t be…

      Cutter pushes to his feet, and the woman next to him slowly moves to hers. She still faces Dad at his desk, but I don’t have to see her face.

      I know that body.

      I know those curves.

      I know that electric charge I’ve only ever felt with her that now fills the room.

      Even though the hair color is different…

      I know her.

      Jack?

      Cutter turns to me and offers a hand. “Isaac, nice to meet you. I’m Cutter.”

      Somehow, I manage to move my arm enough to slip my palm again his and accept his tight grip, but I can’t look away from the woman who refuses to turn in my direction.

      “And this is my daughter, Giacomina, but you can call her—”

      “Jack…” The name tumbles from my lips before I can bite it back and hangs in the thick air between us.

      She slowly turns toward me, and the same amber eyes that have haunted my dreams for five years meet mine.

      Cutter releases my hand. “No…she actually goes by Mina.”

      Fuck.

      I clear my throat, trying to swallow through the lump suddenly clogging it. “Sorry. I, uh, know Jack is a common nickname for Giacomina. I just assumed…”

      Christ, I sound like a fucking idiot.

      Her eyes widen slightly as her panicked gaze darts between her father and me. She takes a step forward and offers me the hand that so thoroughly explored my body that epic weekend. “It’s nice to meet you, Isaac.”

      Nice to meet me?

      I spent thirty-six hours fucking this woman on every surface available in that hotel room. The rush of release when she came down my throat in that hallway still fills my mouth. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her for five damn years, and she apparently doesn’t want anyone in this room to know we’ve “met” before.

      Gathering myself as much as I can, I close the distance between us and slip my hand into hers, instantly regretting it when the same electric sizzle that danced between us that weekend in Chicago radiates through my skin, up my arm, and between my legs.

      I grit my teeth. “Yes, nice to meet you, Mina.”

      Gabe returns to his position perched on the edge of the desk, and Jack jerks her hand from mine, wiping it on her dark jeans frantically before she retakes her seat.

      What the fuck is going on?

      My legs shake as I walk to the other side of the desk, opposite Gabe, and I take up post there and cross my arms over my chest to keep anyone from seeing the way my entire body is vibrating.

      Jack is Valentina Marconi and Cutter Jackson’s daughter…

      The reality sends my head spinning so badly that I stumble a half-step back slightly before I catch myself.

      Dad tosses me a concerned look. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Fuck.

      I’m not fine.

      I’m anything but fine.

      Jack is Giacomina fucking Jackson-Marconi…

      And now, it all makes sense.

      It explains so much about what she said that weekend. About why she acted like she was running from parents who kept her locked away like fucking Rapunzel, who controlled her life and suffocated her desire to be free.

      When your mother runs the Italian mob in Chicago and your father is a ruthless killer who sits at her right hand and does her dirty work, it certainly complicates life.

      I can see now why they would keep her on a short leash. One she must have slipped that weekend…

      Uncle Gabe looks around the room at everyone, narrowing his eyes on me in a way that tells me I’m not doing a very good job concealing how shaken I am. Hopefully, he’ll believe it’s because of our unexpected visitors and not because I know the woman sitting with us in the Biblical sense.

      Dad relaxes back in his chair slightly, casting one quick look my way before concentrating on our guests. “Now that everyone’s here, Cutter, why don’t you fill us in?”

      Someone fucking better.

      I keep my eyes locked on Jack, who averts her gaze, looking at her father, then her hands on her lap, anywhere but at me.

      Cutter’s already-terrifying face gets even harder. “There’s been a threat made, one that I deem quite credible, and there’s every reason to believe they may come after members of our family.”

      So, this isn’t about the Hawkes at all.

      It should be a massive relief to know the family is safe and there isn’t another fire I need to put out, but instead, my chest tightens at the thought of a threat against the Marconis. Because that means a threat against the woman who has suddenly re-materialized after five fucking years.

      Dad leans forward and rests his elbows on the edge of his desk. “Who made the threat?”

      Cutter regards Jack for a second before he answers. “One of the families in Italy that Valentina and the Marconis have had long-term dealings with. There have been some disagreements as of late, and they’ve apparently decided that nothing and no one is off limits.”

      Uncle Gabe raises an eyebrow. “She’s safe?”

      Cutter nods. “I have her in a safe location, but I can’t risk all of us being in the same place.”

      Because Jack is a target, too.

      Acid climbs my throat, threatening to make me retch, and I swallow it back as Gabe exchanges a pointed look with Dad. They’ve known each other for so long they don’t even need to speak sometimes.

      But I fucking do.

      I have about a thousand questions, starting with why this woman ran from me that morning and shattered my fucking heart, but as soon as I open my mouth, Dad cuts me off.

      “What do you need from us?”

      “I need you to protect my family”—Cutter slips his glasses back into place, like having them off for a few minutes is too much exposure—“as if they were your own.”

      Dad looks to Gabe. “No one will ever look here.”

      Gabe slowly bobs his head in agreement. “There’s nothing that ties us together. Even if anyone went digging into old military records, they wouldn’t be able to get to any files on any of the missions we were on together. They either don’t exist or are so highly classified, they might as well not exist.”

      Given what I have heard about Gabe’s time in the Rangers and Cutter’s in Delta Force, the kinds of missions they went on aren’t the ones the government ever wants to be made public. Anyone trying to locate old connections would need serious sources deep in the Pentagon, or higher, to get to anything of use.

      Cutter turns to Jack, who finally lifts her head and looks at her father. “That’s why I came here and moved so quickly.”

      Gabe looks to Dad. “We can put her up at the house in Metairie. Have Saint and Bishop arrange to keep an eye on her twenty-four-seven. Between the two of them and their guys—”

      “No.” The word comes out of my mouth before I can stop it.

      It seems to echo around the room, far louder and more intense than I had intended.

      Everyone freezes and turns their attention toward me.

      Gabe raises an eyebrow. “What?”

      Shit.

      I didn’t think this through before I spoke, and now I need to cover my outburst with something that sounds rational when nothing I’ve ever felt has been close to rational when it comes to Jack.

      “No to the house in Metairie. Mina should stay with me.”

      Calling her anything but Jack feels wrong, but if there’s some reason she doesn’t want her father knowing we’re “acquainted,” I’ll do my best to cover it until we’re alone and I can get some fucking answers.

      Dad whips his head to the side to examine me like I’m something foreign he’s never seen before. “What?”

      I lock eyes with the woman who twisted me up so badly five years ago and has managed to again in five short fucking minutes. “She should stay at my place. The house in Metairie is too exposed. Close neighbors. Prying eyes. The condo is secure. Lobby guards are the first line of defense. Then anyone trying to get in would need the elevator code to even get to our floor.”

      There.

      That sounded rational.

      Sort of.

      Gabe and Dad exchange a look, and Cutter raises a brow over his glasses.

      It’s a stupid idea, having this woman in my home, in my personal space, within reach of the hands that have itched to touch her for so long, but the thought of her being anywhere else won’t settle right in my head.

      Gabe rubs his jaw. “You’re right. It probably is the most secure place, and we can have Saint and Bishop provide additional security.”

      I refocus on Jack, who stares back at me, amber eyes wide, hands clenched together on her lap, her mouth twisted together like she’s trying to prevent herself from saying something.

      She knows what being alone with me will mean. She can see the storm brewing in me, just like the one outside.

      Cutter turns to Gabe. “Additional security might draw more attention, though.”

      Shit.

      I hadn’t thought of that, and he could be right. If we keep things business as usual, it will be less likely that anyone will notice the new brunette at my place. Anyone who does see her will just assume she’s one of my “friends” and will have no idea the danger she brings with her.

      Gabe offers a half-shrug. “It could, but I’d feel a lot better with some extra personnel there. We’ll have someone in the condo at all times—whether that be Isaac, Saint, his daughter, Bishop, my son, Atlas, or someone else. We can maintain the regular security downstairs. They’re well trained, and I trust them, or we wouldn’t have hired them in the first place.”

      He’s right about that. Anyone the Hawkes employ is held to a rigorous standard most can’t live up to. It’s why when we find someone good at their job, we keep them around and make them family.

      Cutter reaches out to rest a hand on Jack’s arm. “You’re going to stay at Isaac’s.” He quickly glances up at me. “As long as you’re sure you’re okay with Mina and Viviana being there.”

      Viviana?

      I look to Dad and Gabe in question, but neither offers an answer.

      Dad raises a brow. “Who is Viviana?”

      Do Cutter and Valentina have another daughter?

      Jack gulps in a breath and shifts uneasily in her chair, focusing on her hands again. “My daughter…”
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      A second passes where I stare at my hands, allowing my words to register, but the moment I dare lift my eyes and meet Isaac’s gaze, I see the question swimming in the Caribbean blues.

      And the accusation.

      It sets his lightly stubbled jaw hard as granite.

      He looks every bit the powerful, successful, unflappable attorney I knew he would become when I left him sleeping in that bed that morning. One who would destroy a witness on the stand to get to the truth. But with all that scrutiny now directed at me, a cold sweat breaks out across my skin.

      Stone glances at Gabe. “I wasn’t aware you had a child. That makes this even more concerning. Is the father going to be a problem?”

      Oh, God…

      I cringe and shake my head, avoiding looking at Isaac. “No.”

      Dad’s hands tighten on the armrests of his chair. “The father was never in the picture and won’t be an issue. I need you to protect both of my girls as if they were your own.”

      “How old is your daughter?” The strain in Isaac’s voice makes me wince.

      It’s the obvious question. The one that had to come the moment he found out about Viviana. But actually hearing it makes the room spin around me, and I grip the arms of the wooden chair and squeeze my eyes closed against the feeling like I’m going to pass out.

      “Mina?” Dad’s voice tries to cut through the fog of fear enveloping my head. “Mina, are you okay?”

      “I-I…” My chest constricts, making it nearly impossible to take a breath.

      “Shit!” Dad’s strong hands grip my shoulders, and I manage to open my eyes enough to find him squatting in front of me, his sunglasses off again as he examines my face. “Mina, are you all right? Is it—”

      “No!” I cut him off before he can say anything else. The last thing I need is everyone in this room worrying about me even more when this is nothing more than a panic attack brought on by the fact that I’m finally staring my past in the face. “I’m okay, just a little dizzy and tired from the rush to get out of Chicago and down here. All the excitement just finally got to me.”

      I peek over Dad’s shoulder to Isaac, concern now creasing his brow, his arms still crossed defensively over his chest.

      Dad squeezes my shoulders gently. “Let’s get you somewhere you can lie down.” He pushes to his feet and turns back to the men now charged with keeping Vivi and me safe, focusing on Isaac. “As long as you’re okay with having Mina and a four-year-old at your place.”

      A muscle tics in Isaac’s jaw as he struggles to conceal his reaction to Dad’s simple words that revealed far too much.

      She’s four years old…

      He knows exactly what that means. “It’s fine.” An icy, fake smile curls his lips. “I’m sure Mina and I can find a lot to talk about.”

      Oh, God.

      The room spins again, and I grip the chair to steady myself.

      Deep breaths.

      Calm.

      It’s easy to tell myself those mantras I’ve repeated so many times in my life, but now, they seem useless in Isaac’s presence.

      Gabe shoves off the desk. “We should get going.”

      “I’ll go get Viviana.” I push to my feet and stumble slightly, but Dad places a strong hand on my arm to steady me. “I got it.”

      “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      I know what he’s asking, why he’s so worried, but I refuse to expose that weakness right now, especially given the circumstances. There are too many other fires to put out to worry about something that likely won’t even be a factor while we’re here.

      Isaac steps around the desk and toward me. “It looks like you could use some help.”

      Blood rushes in my ears, and my legs shake so badly that they feel like they might collapse, but I force myself to meet his gaze.

      “She’s asleep in your office.”

      Her father’s office…

      Images of the weekend we spent together flash through my head, including that final moment when I looked out the car door and saw him rush out of the hotel and onto the street, barefoot, disheveled, frantic, calling for me to stop.

      The one that has broken me over and over again for years.

      How can this be happening now? Here?

      I take a few unsteady steps and suck in a deep breath, forcing myself to find some semblance of control. As if this situation isn’t bad enough—fleeing Chicago, leaving Mom, being forced here against my will, a threat hanging over my head. And now, after all this time, I find him.

      Fate is playing some wicked trick, trying to drown me in the tsunami of uncertainty crashing down around me right now. And there’s no way to escape the heat of his presence close behind me as we step through the waiting area and across the hall to his office.

      Evelyn barely acknowledges us, phone held to her ear, typing away at her computer. I push open the door and step in, but before I can move any closer to Viviana’s sleeping form on the couch, a strong arm wraps around my waist and drags me back against a familiar hard, lean body.

      Lips that gave me so much pleasure that weekend, that did things I still dream about, brush against my ear. Warm breath flutters through my hair. My body sags against his, craving that touch as much as I fear what’s coming from him.

      “Is she mine?”

      The question steals any remaining air from my lungs, and I struggle with a way to answer him, a way to tell him what I’ve wanted to for five years if I’d been able to find him.

      Vivi stirs on the couch and sits up, rubbing at her eyes, blinking rapidly, and taking in the unfamiliar space around her. She looks our way, and the same Caribbean-blue eyes that Isaac and his father share stare at us, dark eyebrows furrowing. “Mommy?”

      Isaac’s entire body tenses against me. “Fuck…”

      He barely breathes the word so softly that there’s no way Viviana could have heard him, but it rings in my ears like a bomb exploding.

      There isn’t any question now.

      There can’t be.

      Not now that he’s seen her.

      His arms start to fall away, and I slip away from him and make my way to her. “Hi, bambina.”

      She scans the room again, searching for anything familiar. “Where are we?”

      “Visiting some friends in New Orleans.”

      As soon as I say it, the name Isaac gave me that weekend finally clicks in my head.

      Nolan…

      He’s from NOLA…

      Vivi ducks her head and peeks around me toward Isaac, who stands frozen just inside the door, eyes locked on his daughter. “Is this your friend?”

      Jesus Christ…how do I even begin to answer that question?

      At the beginning, when I thought there was still some hope of finding him, I had played through telling him, but when it became clear it was futile, I gave up on ever having to explain this to Vivi.

      Now, I’m staring the truth right in the face and have to deal with the fallout.

      I plaster on a smile and pull her into my arms. “One of them.”

      It’s all I can come up with in the moment, the only thing that seems appropriate to say.

      But it’s also a
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