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          THREE MONTHS TO TITLE FIGHT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ATLAS

      

      

      Mind-bending pain slices through my shoulder, sears down my arm, and radiates into the whole side of my body, before my left hook even lands on Bishop’s jaw. I grit my teeth, biting down on the mouth guard, practically tearing through it to keep myself from crying out. Bishop recoils slightly from the blow, but she almost immediately regains her balance and lands a jab against my sternum that sends me staggering back against the ropes.

      “What the hell are you doing, Atlas?” Jenkins screams from directly behind me, his cracking voice heavy with concern and annoyance with my performance—or lack thereof. “Guard up. Stop pulling your punches.”

      Fucking hell.

      I can barely move my arm to keep it up. And I wish I were pulling punches. Instead, every time I try to land one, agony envelops me, stealing all the power I usually have in my blows, along with my breath half the time.

      Which means I’m always on the defensive instead of being the offensive fighter I’ve been since I stepped into the ring as a child.

      Land the first punch.

      Keep your opponent against the ropes.

      Exactly where I am now.

      Where I don’t want to be.

      “You’ll never fight again.”

      The surgeon’s words echo in my head, but like I have for the last several months since he said the unthinkable to me, I push them away. Ignore them. Shove them deep inside and lock them in the same place I do the pain in order to go on every day.

      Focus on the fight.

      “Get your shit together!”

      Jenkins’ voice finally breaks through and allows me to shake off the blow and zero in on the opponent in front of me. It doesn’t matter that we’re only sparring. If I can’t keep my head in the fucking match with Bishop, I won’t be able to when it really matters.

      Bishop gives me a look. One I know all too well. One I’ve seen far too much in the past few months—and not solely from her.

      Her dark bourbon eyes see the truth.

      She’s on to me.

      Isaac circles the ring with Vivi on his hip. “Let’s go, Atlas.”

      Viviana claps, her bright blue eyes that match her father’s wide as she watches us. “Get him, Bishop. Finish him!”

      Of course, the little traitor.

      Leave it to a five-year-old to drive home the point that I’m currently losing a “friendly” sparring session when I’m the professional and Bishop isn’t even close to my weight-class—not to mention the fact that she’s a woman.

      Fucking embarrassing.

      Even worse than the blows to my pride if I come out on the wrong end of this fight, if I don’t end this soon, everyone’s going to know how bad my shoulder really is. They’ll know I’ve been lying to the physical therapists, my doctor, Jenkins, and to them.

      Not to mention myself.

      I can’t risk that.

      With the hotel opening and Kennedy and Cass’ wedding both so close on the horizon, Satriano pulling strings and sticking his head in where it doesn’t belong, and everyone still reeling from what happened with the shooting, the last thing the Hawkes need is another problem to worry about.

      As far as they’re concerned, I’m healed and doctor-cleared to get back in the ring. And that’s the way it’s going to stay.

      I can’t let them see how truly weak I am.

      Which means I can’t let Bishop kick my ass with a whole slew of Hawke witnesses.

      Pull your head out of your ass, Atlas!

      I push off the ropes and advance on her, ignoring the pain to throw a couple jabs to keep her back before a quick cross that normally would have put anyone on their ass—if I were actually anywhere near one hundred percent power.

      It barely fazes her, glancing off her cheek, and before I can land another blow, she ducks and weaves out of the way, bouncing lightly on her feet.

      She tilts her head and narrows her eyes on me, keeping her guard up. “Let’s go, Atlas.” Her words sound garbled from around her mouthguard. “Come at me like you mean it. Like I’m the fucker who put that bullet in your shoulder.”

      Fury rolls through me like a wave off the gulf.

      If the sniper weren’t already in the ground, I’d certainly have put him there myself—with my fists or a gun. I’m not fucking picky. But Daniele took care of him before I had the chance. All I can do is hope the man who did this to me suffered as much as I have been the last few months.

      Just thinking about all the anguish draws a snarl from my lips and flips on the switch that earned me the name The Hurricane very early in my career, before I even went pro.

      I push forward with a combination that sets up the perfect upper jab that sends Bishop sprawling onto her back. But I can’t enjoy it while agony threatens to make me lose my breakfast all over the mat.

      Mouth guard caught between clenched teeth, I fight back the nausea, trying to keep from passing out or yacking. Neither of which would look good or be appreciated, especially by Jenkins.

      My chest heaving, I stand over her, sweat dripping down my face and body, the exertion of the match and the pain enough to make me wobble on my feet.

      I squeeze my eyes closed in a vain attempt to stop the room from spinning.

      Cheers erupt from around the ring, breaking through the sound of blood rushing in my ears, and Astrid is suddenly in front of me, her eyes wide, smiling, talking a mile a minute, but I can’t hear a single word she says.

      My gaze locks on Bishop and the concern in her furrowed brow.

      Fuck.

      This is going to be a conversation later—one I definitely don’t want to have.

      The whooshing sound in my ears finally dissipates as the searing burn in my shoulder starts to ease.

      “You looked good…” Astrid squeezes my bicep, drawing a wince I can’t cover. She glances down at the massive scar a few inches above her hand, then withdraws it. “Shit. I’m sorry, did that—”

      “I’m fine.”

      I bite it out through clenched teeth and around my mouth guard, but the look she gives me tells me she doesn’t buy it. Of all the Hawkes, she’s the hardest to lie to. Maybe it has something to do with having shared a womb that makes it so easy for her to read me, but she doesn’t even need to say a word to speak volumes.

      I’ve been trying to keep what’s really happening from her for months, and she knows it. She’s given me space—at least, as much as is possible in this family and under these circumstances—but she’s reached the end of her patience when it comes to me withholding.

      Thankfully, Jimmy waves me over to the ropes before Astrid can utter another word. She bends down to offer Bishop a hand up as I make my way over to the old man.

      He leans against the red elastic cables, his white hair disheveled from running his hands through it during the entire sparring session. His lips twist as he watches me advance toward him. “You look like shit, kid.”

      Not that I really believed Astrid when she said I had looked good, but I don’t need the verbal confirmation of how shitty I fought from the man who has committed his life to training fighters.

      I scowl at him and spit out my mouth guard. “Gee, thanks.”

      His wrinkled, weathered hands tighten around the ropes. “You want me to lie to you?”

      That would be nice…

      For one fucking day, I want to feel like I’m the same fighter I was before I took that bullet.

      Just fucking one.

      I scan the gym, from where Astrid is helping Bishop undo her wraps to Isaac and Viviana talking with Dad and Savage, then to Kennedy nose-deep in something on her cell. Normally, I wouldn’t mind having half the fucking family here for a morning session, but this is becoming a far too regular thing.

      Like everyone’s checking up on me.

      As if they can all see straight through all the lies I’ve been telling them and are waiting for me to finally crack and crumble before their eyes.

      Not fucking today.

      Jenkins raises a bushy white brow as he lifts the ropes to let me slip through. “Are you okay kid? Really?”

      He should know I’m not.

      After a lifetime of training me, he knows me almost as well as anyone in this room who shares my blood. But the sincerity of the question, the absence of his usually stony ribbing and aggressive pushing, gives me a moment of pause.

      The truth sits on the tip of my tongue, but I bite it back the same way I have the cries of pain from each swing I’ve taken with my left arm since I started rehabbing it.

      “I’m fine.” I release a heavy breath. “You know I would tell you if I wasn’t.”

      He snorts and shakes his head as he tears off my gloves and starts ripping the tape from my hands. “No, you wouldn’t, and neither did your father or your grandfather before you.”

      I scowl at the old man. He may be the best trainer in New Orleans, but that also means he knows far too much about the Hawkes. Like the fact that none of us like to show even a sliver of weakness.

      Before I can come up with some witty response, he frees my hands and Viviana races over and launches herself at me. “Atlas!”

      I wince as I pull her up into my arms. “Kid, you have to learn not to do that after a session. I’m sweaty and disgusting.”

      Plus holding her right now might be what finally knocks me on my ass.

      Her little lips twist into a frown, and she scrunches up her nose in the most adorable, exaggerated fashion. “You do stink.”

      “I know, kid.” Sweat drips down my temple and splatters on her dress, as if to prove the point. “I need to hit the showers.”

      Isaac walks over and slaps me on the shoulder—thankfully the good one. “It looks like you could use a session with me. Bishop might be too much for you these days.”

      It is meant as a good-natured joke and rip on his own “skills,” since he still bears a light scar on his brow from a dance with me last year, but it still hits me harder than Bishop did in the ring.

      Isaac might be more my speed these days—not that big, mean fucker I’m supposed to be taking on in a few short months.

      “Gee, thanks, Cuz. You want another scar?”

      Kennedy approaches, glancing up from her phone only long enough to watch where she’s walking. “What’s going on? Are we threatening Isaac? Because I can have one of these heels off in a split second…”

      Viviana’s little brow furrows. “Why would she take off her shoe?”

      I jostle her slightly, ignoring the twinge across my collarbone. “Don’t worry about it, kiddo. You’ll understand when you’re older.”

      Isaac definitely draws ire from most of the people he crosses paths with—family not excluded. Being her father won’t change that, and if their relationship is anything like mine with Dad, it might make things worse.

      The man himself eyes me from across the gym with Savage, his lips pressed together in a firm line, arms crossed over his chest, shoulders tense with worry.

      Dad sees it, too.

      Unable to keep looking at him, I turn back toward the ring as Astrid and Bishop climb out. Astrid scoops Vivi from my arms and starts whispering conspiratorially with her as Bishop grabs my water bottle from the bench and shoves it in my chest.

      “Looks like you could use this…” She raises a brow. “Or something stronger?”

      With everyone crowded around me as I chug from the bottle, watching me carefully, claustrophobia starts to set in, making my skin tighten over twitching, aching muscles.

      “Will you guys all knock it off? For the love of fucking God, I’m not some zoo animal.” I point to Kennedy. “Don’t you have to get to the hotel?”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and taps her stiletto-clad foot. “Cass is over there taking care of everything this morning. I haven’t been here in a while. I wanted to come watch.”

      “Uh-huh. And you”—I point to Isaac—“don’t you have court?”

      He grins and steals Viviana from Astrid. “Actually, I do. I’ll catch you later.”

      She waves at everyone as he takes her out the door, looking annoyed at being ferried away from the gym. It’s the distraction I need to sneak off and head toward the locker room before anyone else can interject their thoughts.

      At least, it should be.

      But I hear Savage following behind me.

      Shit.

      Just what I don’t need.

      He’s either going to call me out or trying to give me a pep talk I don’t fucking want right now.

      I shove through the door and stalk over to the bench to dig in my bag for my clean clothes, but he catches it before it closes and enters the locker room, settling next to me without a word.

      Hand clenched around my pants, I grit my teeth. “Don’t say it.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      I glance over at him. “You don’t have to. I know what you’re thinking.”

      He raises his dark brows slowly, watching me carefully, seeing far too much far too easily. “Do you?”

      Tossing my jeans onto the bench, I scowl at him. “You’re always the one they send to say the things that no one else has the balls to.”

      He snorts but doesn’t deny it because he can’t. “They’re just worried about you.” He glances toward the gym, then back at me. “Everyone would understand if you canceled the fight after what happened.”

      And end my fucking career.

      I should have had my shot at the title months ago, but instead, I spent weeks in the hospital and months doing rehab that hasn’t done shit to get my shoulder back to where it was before the shooting.

      It left it open for Vince Gordon to sneak in and steal the belt right out from under me, but I am not about to let him keep it.

      I clench my jaw, trying to keep myself from lashing out at Uncle Savage. “I’m fucking fine, Savage. The fight is supposed to be the main event for the grand opening of the hotel. What the fuck are you going to do if I bow out?”

      He shrugs. “We find a replacement.”

      Fuck.

      I snort. “Nice to know I can be replaced so easily, but that’s not fucking happening—”

      “And you’re not fighting the way you are right now.”

      His words leave no room for argument. And when Savage lays down the law, no one questions it.

      Except me.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I already have a father and a mother to baby me and tell me what I can and can’t do.”

      I motion absently back toward the gym where Dad is undoubtedly discussing the session with Jenkins before he heads to the club and unloads it all on Mom so she can worry about me, too.

      Savage chuckles. “Believe me, son, I’m well aware, but I’ve been where you are, trying to push too hard for something that…” He pauses for a second, like he’s contemplating his words and searches my face. “You’re going to hurt yourself even worse if you push beyond your limits.”

      “The doctors cleared me.” That lie comes so easily after saying it so many times. The next one is harder. “I’m fine.”

      He gives me a glacial look that has withered men half my strength. “I don’t know what you said to those doctors or what you paid them to clear you, but everyone who is here today can see you’re not at one hundred percent. Hell, you’re not at seventy-five. Even just sparring, you should have killed Bishop, and you know it. She walked all over you, made you look like a fucking amateur, not a light heavyweight contender. Everyone can see there’s something wrong, and you’re aware you’re not hiding it well.”

      There it is, the reason Uncle Savage is the one in here instead of Dad or even Jenkins—because he doesn’t even flinch when I get into his face and sneer, barely containing my anger.

      “If I want your advice, I’ll ask for it.”

      I grab my towel and jeans and storm back toward the showers, refusing to turn when he calls my name.

      He’s only going to reiterate what he said and twist the knife in my back that’s already been driven squarely into my spine.

      A reminder of what I know all too well.

      I’m a fucking mess.

      And with a title fight three months away, no amount of training is going to fix it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WREN

      

      

      Pulling up outside the gym brings a hurricane of emotions I hadn’t expected when I thought about coming home to New Orleans. Tears immediately sting my eyes, blurring my vision. I swipe them away as I suck in a steadying breath and throw the car into park across the street from the place where I spent so much of my childhood.

      It still appears the same as it always did.

      Unassuming.

      Mildly dingy.

      Not the type of place you’d think the Hawkes would frequent.

      Yet fancy vehicles line the curb in front of the gym, and through the tinted glass, I can see people milling around, watching someone in the center ring.

      Probably his star fighter…

      Atlas.

      Thinking his name is enough to make my chest tighten and my hands start to shake with the same anxious energy that has become so familiar since my decision to come back.

      Maybe this is a bad idea.

      My eyes drift to the space next to the gym. The dusty picture windows allow me a view of what was once a small real estate office when I was living here as a child but now only holds memories.

      And my hope for the future.

      After sitting empty for so long, it’s definitely seen better days.

      So has Gramps.

      I could hear it in his voice during our calls over the last several months. A waver that wasn’t there before. An exhaustion that doesn’t fit with the man I’ve always known him to be. Something he’s hiding or holding back. Which is why I can’t bail even though my nerves threaten to consume me at moments like this.

      Gramps needs you here.

      No matter how hard it might be coming back and facing the life I left behind, at least I won’t have to do it today. If I go now—while the Hawkes are all occupied next door—I can get in and out before anyone sees me.

      Though, it isn’t just anyone I’m worried about.

      Atlas Hawke has lived and breathed in my dreams for so long, that the thought of seeing him again in the flesh makes goosebumps rise on mine.

      Better go now, while he’s still occupied in the ring.

      I turn off the car, step out onto the street, close the door, and wait for a few cars to pass before I bolt across the two lanes of traffic. As Gramps promised when I told him I would stop by today, the glass door is unlocked for me, and I tug it open and step inside.

      The faint smell of the gym next door permeates the almost-empty space, but swept wood floors and the new wall of mirrors along the left side draw a smile on my face for the first time in months.

      It’s perfect.

      When Gramps said he could get it set up to be my new studio, I thought he was joking. This place has always been a dump, no matter what was here over the years. But by simply cleaning a little and installing that one simple thing, somehow, he has started to pull it off.

      Probably with the help of the Hawkes.

      Their loud voices carry over from the other side of the building, slipping through the closed connecting door—which I’m apparently going to have to ask Gramps to seal better.

      And not just to keep out the noise and smell.

      To keep the man who trains next door away for as long as possible, at least until I can gather my wits enough to face him.

      I reach into my purse and pull out a notepad and pen to start jotting down a to-do list and to draw a quick sketch of the layout for all the machines. The ten reformers I’ve already ordered can definitely fit, in two rows, one on either side of the space.

      Maybe even twelve…

      The longer I’m here, the easier it becomes to imagine what this could be with a little work. Clean the windows. Repaint. Polish these floors. Grab a little greenery and other décor.

      Maybe it won’t be so bad…

      It might be wishful thinking on my part, but I’m able to block out the voices from next door and concentrate on the future—not the sounds of my past—until all that background noise starts to trail off.

      The door swings open behind me, and I freeze, my pen poised over my growing list as my heart lodges in my throat.

      Shit.

      I hold my breath as someone approaches with heavy, uneven footsteps. “Wren, you made it.”

      Oh, thank God.

      Air rushes from my lungs, and I spin toward Gramps, tears returning to my eyes as soon as they land on him for the first time in almost two years. He hobbles over to me, his limp more pronounced than it was the last time I saw him, the lines and wrinkles on his face deeper.

      He pulls me into a hug, his grip still strong and comforting despite his growing frailty. “Did you see what I got set up for you?”

      My gaze drifts toward the Pilates Cadillac reformer already waiting in the back corner, and I pull out of his hold. “I did. Thank you.”

      It looks so lonely in here right now, surrounded by vast emptiness and stale, faintly sweaty air, but it won’t be this way for long. Not with what I have planned. Soon, I’ll have new clients and classes running daily, and I can start rebuilding my life in New Orleans.

      Gramps loops his arm through mine and walks us over to the beautiful machine. “I’ve already gotten calls from two or three people about making other deliveries this week. Ten reformers, chairs…” He waves his hand absently. “A bunch of other crap I don’t understand.”

      I laugh and press a kiss to his rough, stubbly cheek. “I know you think Pilates is bullshit, Gramps, but I’m telling you, you should do it. It would help loosen up these old joints of yours.”

      He scowls. “You know I’m not into your hippie shit.”

      Grinning, I squeeze his arm. “It isn’t hippie, Gramps. Joseph Pilates was a German physical trainer, and he invented the method in the early 1900s.”

      “Whatever.” He flicks his free hand dismissively. “I’ll stick to bashing people’s faces in with my fists.”

      I snort. “You would.”

      If his body allowed him, Gramps would still be in the ring himself instead of simply training people. Jimmy Jenkins didn’t put down his own gloves easily—or so I heard as a kid—and he’ll likely spend every waking moment of his remaining life in that gym with Atlas and his other fighters. Unable to tear himself away from the violence and thrill that the ring brings him.

      Something I’ve never really understood.

      I glance toward the closed door and clear my throat. “Is that what was going on in there? Someone bashing in someone else’s face? It sure sounded like it…”

      His bushy white eyebrows wing up. “You should have come over and said, ‘Hello,’ if you’ve been here long enough to have heard that. Kennedy, Astrid, Gabe, and Savage were all here to watch Atlas’ spar with Bishop this morning.”

      Images of the tattooed Hawke, muscles bunching and flexing as he swings at his opponent flash through my head. Even though I’ve only ever seen his matches on television, my body heats as if I had been ringside, witnessing the action live.

      All that focus.

      All that passion.

      All that power.

      I swallow thickly and set my purse, notebook, and pen down on the floor to examine the Cadillac machine and ensure that it’s been assembled properly. Giving me something—anything—else to focus on but those mental pictures.

      Running my hands over the gleaming polished metal, ropes, and smooth straps, my fingers already itch to get into it, to stretch out after so many long days driving here and moving boxes into my new place.

      “I’m sure I’ll see them plenty, Gramps. Doesn’t need to be today.”

      Because though I’m feeling better about the future of this business endeavor, I am definitely not ready for Atlas or the rest of the Hawkes.

      Gramps hobbles over and grips one of the support beams, resting his weight against it, and I frown. Of course, I knew his health was getting worse, but this is by far the frailest I’ve ever seen him. At eighty-five, he looks as though he might be a hundred.

      “Are you okay, Gramps?”

      He averts his gaze for a moment, focusing on a spot he rubs away from the metal. “I’m fine, Birdie. Happy you’re here. I’ve missed having you around.”

      The nickname he’s used with me since I was a child helps ease some of the anxiety that’s been constricting  my ribcage since I parked outside. Just being here with him makes me believe it might be possible to make this work and not lose my peace in the process.

      “I’ve missed you, too, Gramps.”

      His lips twist into a grin. “And once you have this place up and running, it’ll be great. I’ll get to see you every day.”

      I smile at him. “That’s the plan.”

      The entire reason I moved back to New Orleans after all this time was for Gramps, and now that I’ve seen him, I know it was the right decision. The only man who has ever shown me unconditional love and support needs mine now, so no matter how difficult it is to be back, I need to be here for him.

      I have to give him what he gave me when no one else would or could.

      Before I can lose myself in tears again, movement in the front windows draws both of our attention, and an immaculately dressed blonde with a cell phone to her ear walks to a Mercedes parked at the curb, pops open the door, and slides in.

      Gramps motions with his thumb. “Kennedy, likely off to work on more wedding plans.”

      “Wedding?”

      He grins at me. “You’ve missed a lot. I need to catch you up on all the Hawke gossip.”

      “Clearly.”

      Though news of my former childhood friends has trickled into our conversations over the years, as of late, Gramps has been awfully quiet about what’s been going on with the Hawke clan.

      “Things have definitely been busy around here, Wren. You won’t want for any sort of entertainment with the Hawkes around all the time.”

      I trail my fingers along the polished wood of the Cadillac as I move closer to him. “I hear they’re opening a hotel.”

      One of the tidbits I’ve picked up in the news while Googling for the information he hasn’t been giving me. It would have been hard to miss that announcement or the updates. When it comes to that family, they do everything big, and that hotel is no exception.

      Boutique.

      Opulent.

      Exclusive.

      Picture perfect.

      Very Hawke.

      They’ve always been in another league, on a completely different level from how I grew up, handed and given the best of everything and afforded opportunities I never could have dreamed of. The Hawke Hotel will be no exception, and it will undoubtedly make them billions like the clubs, restaurants, and all their other businesses already do.

      Once, I was brought into their fold, treated like one of them while under Gramps’ wings, but once I was snatched away, I knew there would be no coming back without it being incredibly painful.

      Gramps nods. “Been building it for a while now. Opening night is scheduled for three months.” He motions back toward the gym. “Atlas is supposed to have a title fight that night.”

      “Really?”

      That must be a relatively new development, because I somehow didn’t see it during the time I’ve been packing and planning this move.

      He nods, his brow furrowing in a way that makes my gut tighten.

      “Is he…ready for it?”

      Gramps’ shoulders stiffen.

      Shit, I know that look.

      Something is off—wrong—and it’s bothering him more than he’s willing to let on. Maybe related to the shooting a few months back. That news was impossible to miss, the way the story was plastered all over the newspapers and gossip sites across the Gulf Coast.

      He clears his throat and gives me a tight smile. “Hopefully, he will be.”

      “Isn’t that your job?”

      Sadness flashes across his pale green gaze. “There’s only so much I can do, Birdie. You, of all people, should understand that sometimes, physically, people just aren’t capable of doing what they may want to in their head.”

      His words make tears prick in my eyes again, and I reach out and throw my arms around him, hugging him tightly. “I’m so happy to be home.”

      He squeezes me back. “I’m happy to have you here, Wren, but you can’t avoid the Hawkes forever. You know that, right?”

      Goddamn him for knowing exactly what’s going on in my head.

      I knew what I was getting myself into when I decided to come back to New Orleans.

      Take the good with the bad.

      The Hawkes may have been some of my closest playmates as a child, but a lot has changed. Things that won’t be easy to face, but I’ve spent years preparing myself for peoples’ reactions and learning to brush them off. I just have to do the same with my old friends.

      Gramps releases me, then limps back toward the door. “I need to go take care of some stuff. You staying or leaving?”

      I gaze longingly at the Cadillac. “I think I’m going to stay, stretch out a bit. All that moving boxes and driving…”

      “All right, sweetheart.” He turns the knob and tugs open the door separating the spaces. “I will leave the key when I take off so you can lock up when you’re done. You’ll be back tomorrow?”

      “Of course.” I grin at him and scan the space, bringing up that vision that had formed in my head earlier. “I have to start getting everything set up.”

      He nods. “I’ll see you then.”

      The door clicks shut behind him, and I kick off my shoes and bend over, trying to stretch a little before I move into a full-on flow on the reformer.

      Tight muscles scream in protest after not doing a workout for a full week, and I arch and raise onto my tiptoes to release my lower back. A groan falls from my lips as it finally does, and I lower my heels, ass in the air, as the door opens behind me again.

      I freeze, and the air around me crackles with an energy that doesn’t belong to Gramps. Even after so long, I recognize it instantly.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Slowly, I rise to my full height, keeping my back to the new visitor to my future studio space—who needs absolutely no introduction. He has lived rent-free in my head for so long, him entering the room almost feels like one of my fantasies coming to life.

      Or maybe a nightmare.

      “Well, well, well…”—the door clicks closed and slow footsteps advance toward me as Atlas’ words rumble through my bones, raising goosebumps on my skin—“the prodigal wife returns.”
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      He doesn’t sound the same as he did when we were kids, even if my body still reacts to him identically to how it always did back then. Gone is that youthful sweetness in his tone that comes from living a sheltered life with things handed to him on a silver platter, never experiencing the darker sides of life. Deep and gravelly now, there’s an edge in his voice that wasn’t there before. Something that says, “I’ve seen things and been places that have changed me.”

      We both have.

      Over twenty years have passed since we last saw each other…

      Two long decades that have included some of the worst experiences of my life—and given what I know, some of the worst of his, too.

      I thought I had primed myself for coming home and seeing the Hawkes—and specifically Atlas—again, but I was wrong. Absolutely nothing could have prepared me to hear him call me his wife.

      Every nerve ending in my body seems to flare to life, warming me from the inside out until it feels like my skin is on fire.

      But they aren’t the same flames that have burned me before.

      This heat is different.

      Pleasant and familiar.

      Comforting almost, in spite of my anxiety about seeing him again.

      Like being wrapped in strong arms and held protectively.

      All with that single word.

      I swallow through my dry throat, images of the wedding ceremony flashing through my head as if it were yesterday instead of what feels like a lifetime ago. And as much as I’d love to read into what he said, I know better. “Atlas, I see you haven’t lost your sense of humor…”

      Atlas chuckles, the sound low and sultry, carrying across the studio and settling right between my legs with a dull ache I haven’t felt in a long time.

      Damn, this is harder than I anticipated it would be.

      I press my thighs together, trying not to give away how my body has reacted to his arrival.

      His footsteps echo slightly as he crosses the floor toward me. My back stiffens, every muscle tensing in anticipation of the moment I’ve known has been coming since Gramps first suggested I return home.

      I keep my back to him, adjusting the straps on the Cadillac machine, ensuring my hair falls over the left side of my face so he doesn’t catch my reflection in the mirror if he looks in that direction. But if he comes around to stand at the side of the reformer, there won’t be any more hiding.

      He stops somewhere behind me, allowing me to release a tiny breath of relief. “Did you ever think I’d stop being a smartass, Wren?”

      I grin, even though he can’t see it, and shake my head. “I think that would be impossible.”

      He was born a smartass.

      Even as children, he was constantly making jokes and wisecracks, starting games of tag or hide-and-seek, keeping things fun and lighthearted. And somehow, he always managed to get me to smile, even if I was having a bad day.

      There were a lot of those once Mom started using again. Far too many, though Gramps tried to shelter me from it the best he could. There are some things you can’t protect a child from, and that was one of them.

      Which meant I needed the Hawkes—and Atlas—even more. And he was always there, doing exactly what a best friend should do. What he’s trying to do now…

      “You know, when Jimmy told me this place was finally going to get some use, I had no idea it was going to be by you.” The sliver of hurt in his voice makes me wince. “Was that intentional?”

      I chew on my lip.

      Of course, it was.

      I didn’t want anyone to know I was coming back. Didn’t want to deal with the expectations they’d all hold—especially where Atlas was concerned. And now that we’re here together, the space that always seemed so small feels beyond tiny and confining.

      Downright suffocating.

      My chest tightens, like dozens of bands wrapping around my ribcage and squeezing the air right out of my lungs—a feeling I am all too familiar with. If I don’t calm myself down and manage my reaction to him, I’m going to end up needing my inhaler from just standing in this man’s presence.

      Embarrassing as hell.

      When I don’t answer his question, don’t admit my motives for keeping my return a secret, he moves closer, until I can smell crisp soap and something else so familiar—Atlas himself.

      Leather and coconut…

      From his boxing gloves and the polish he and Gramps use on them.

      How can I still remember that when I haven’t seen him since I was eight?

      I struggle to breathe it in while keeping my attention focused away from him, but my body so badly wants to turn and lean into it. To give myself over to the comfort that scent has always provided.

      “Were you trying to avoid me, Wren?” He takes another step closer, his shoes squeaking on the wood planks. “Because, when you abandon your husband and leave town, you can’t just come back and pretend everything’s all right.”

      I finally crack a smile and glance at him out of the corner of my eye.

      Fuck, I shouldn’t have done that.

      He stands only a few feet away, grinning, one sandy-blond eyebrow raised playfully. Humor dances in his blue eyes, warming them like Caribbean waters, making me want to dive straight in. With his chest bare save for a simple silver chain and a string of black beads hanging around his neck and tattoos on display, he crosses his arms, making his biceps bulge even more.

      And he looks every bit the vicious fighter Gramps trained him to be.

      Sweet mother of God…

      Atlas is even more beautiful in person.

      An inked-up, brutal Adonis.

      A gift to women.

      A curse to me.

      An infatuation I haven’t been able to shake even after all these years.

      The boy who was my best friend, first crush, and first kiss has grown into a stunningly lethal man, but my gaze can’t help but drift to the massive scar marring his left shoulder.

      Red, raised, puckered, still fresh-looking even months after his surgery.

      A constant reminder of what he went through and undoubtedly wants to forget.

      I know what it’s like to have people stare, so I quickly avert my eyes back to his and shake my head. “Not avoiding you, Atlas, just have a lot to do to get set up and didn’t want any distractions.”

      Like you coming in here and short-circuiting my ability to think.

      His lips press together in a firm line, like he doesn’t quite buy my dismissal of his accusation. “When do you plan on opening?”

      Turning fully away from him, I finish adjusting all the straps and no longer have anything to occupy my hands or attention without being obvious. “Hopefully by next Monday.”

      “You’re going to do all this in just over a week?”

      The disbelief in his voice makes my hackles rise. “That’s the plan.”

      My machines have been ordered, along with everything else I’ll need. I’ve already received my business license, and now, it’s a matter of putting in a little sweat equity.

      “Why the rush?”

      Besides the fact that I need the money and so does Gramps?

      “I need something to occupy my time.”

      Otherwise, I’ll be tempted to sit in the gym and watch you train.

      I shrug as nonchalantly as I can. “Just trying to keep myself busy, that’s all.”

      “You’ll tell me if you need any help?” The genuine concern in his question tugs at something deep in my chest. “You know I have access to plenty of sets of hands willing to come and assist with literally anything.”

      Dozens of faces pop into my head—mostly as they looked twenty years ago when I left rather than the more recent pictures of the Hawkes I’ve found in the news.

      “How are the Hawkes?”

      He releases a heavy sigh, and I peek at him again to watch him run his hand through his bleached-blond hair. The tightness in his shoulders keeps them stiff, and worry crinkles the edges of his eyes. “That’s a bit of a loaded question. You’ve been gone for a long time.”

      I nod slowly. “I have. Though, Gramps has kept me up to date on a few things, like the hotel. You’re supposed to be fighting at the opening, right?”

      His jaw hardens, and a muscle there tics.

      Unease radiates off him, and I quickly avert my gaze again.

      “Yeah, I’m supposed to be.”

      The emphasis he puts on the word makes me freeze. “You’re not going to?”

      Tension thickens the air around us, and the playful reunion mood dissipates almost instantly. “I’m planning to.”

      A simple answer that doesn’t sound so simple at all.

      “Well, I wish you luck…”

      It’s a brush-off, and he knows it, not to mention a real asshole move on my part to try to get him to leave before I have to face him.

      “Are you pissed at me about something, Wren?” He shifts closer, his jeans rustling and that scent enveloping me even more. “Can’t even look me in the eye?”

      Fuck, I should have known I wouldn’t get away with it.

      I don’t want my reunion with Atlas to start on the wrong foot when I’m likely going to have to see him every day around here. He hasn’t done anything to deserve my reticence, and it isn’t as if I can hide from him forever…

      Don’t make it any more awkward than it already is.

      Swallowing my pride, I prepare to do something that’s never been an issue before. In all the years since the fire, I’ve never hidden myself or the injuries I suffered. I’ve never pretended to be something I’m not, and I’ve done my damnedest to turn my scars into something that can be inspiring for people. A visual representation of how I literally rose from the ashes to rebuild a life after mine went up in flames.

      But I know what his reaction is going to be.

      And I may not be ready for it.

      Pity.

      From strangers?

      I can accept it.

      From the first boy I ever kissed?

      That’s something completely different.

      I shake my head, my hair falling over my face even more, allowing me to hide for one more second. “I’m not mad at you, Atlas. It’s just…a lot has changed.”
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      The pain and uncertainty in her soft, sweet voice takes me aback, making me retreat a step. As far as I can remember, we left things on good terms—or as good as they could have been under those circumstances. We never truly got a chance to say goodbye. She was here one day, gone the next. But there isn’t any reason she should be uneasy around me or be acting so strange.

      An undeniable urge to reassure her tugs at my gut. “I doubt that very much, Wren.”

      Time has passed—a lot of it—but that doesn’t change anything between us.

      At least, it shouldn’t.

      Seeing her again has brought back a flood of memories—of chasing each other around the gym, heated games of hide-and-seek when I wasn’t in the ring with her grandfather, playful teasing and camaraderie with her and the other Hawke kids.

      Even sometimes consoling her through tears when things with her mom got rough again. But she won’t even look at me now, keeping her back toward me while she fiddles endlessly with the contraption in front of her that clearly doesn’t need it.

      Her thick, dark hair hangs down to her mid-back, like it did when we were children, and I’d tug on it to get her to react. Only now, Wren isn’t the playful little girl.

      She’s all grown up.

      Perfect curves in an athletic, toned body, displayed in skin-tight yoga pants that hug her ass and a long sleeve shirt that forms to well-muscled arms.

      While she never liked being in the ring herself, she was always racing around the gym with me and the rest of the kids and verbally sparring with me…

      Something she clearly isn’t afraid to still do. Yet she won’t just turn around and talk to me face-to-face, almost like she’s hiding from me after all these years.

      Wren inhales deeply, her shoulders rising and falling before she finally turns to face me slowly. “A lot has changed, Atlas.”

      My eyes meet her uneasy caramel-coffee-colored ones. Surrounded by long, thick, dark lashes and set on one of the most stunningly beautiful faces I’ve ever seen, I could so easily get lost in them.

      But I allow my gaze to drift over her, landing on the scars running across the left side of her jaw and down her neck to disappear under the collar of her shirt.

      Some raised and puckered.

      Some smooth and shiny.

      Unlike the one on my shoulder, these are older and well-healed, and they’re clearly the reason she was reluctant to see me—or, more accurately, let me see her.

      The fire…

      Imagining the pain she must have suffered hits me like a jab straight to the stomach. Worse even, because at least I’ve trained to take those and brush away any pain. But one thing I can never easily ignore or handle is seeing anyone hurt—at least, not anyone who hasn’t voluntarily put themselves into the ring.

      And Wren has clearly lived through an agony I can’t even imagine.

      One Mom, Dad, and Wren’s grandfather all downplayed for us when they told us she had been caught in a house fire that injured her and killed her father a few years after her move to Texas.

      They were undoubtedly trying to protect all the kids from the reality of what had happened to our friend, but anger that they didn’t tell us how bad it was quickly replaces the sympathy I momentarily feel for her.

      She doesn’t need or want that, just like I don’t.

      It doesn’t do anyone any good.

      I shake my head, reconnecting my eyes with hers and offering a grin I hope covers my reaction to knowing what she went through after she left us. “Nothing’s changed, Wren…”

      She gives me a forced smile that doesn’t reach her gaze. “You’re sweet.”

      No one has ever called me that.

      Atlas “Sweet” Hawke doesn’t have the same ring as “The Hurricane” and wouldn’t strike fear into the hearts of my opponents the way I need it to. But I don’t want Wren to be afraid of me.

      Far from it.

      I yearn to say more, to assure her that she’s stunningly beautiful and still the same girl I had such a huge crush on. Confirm there isn’t any reason for her to try to shy away from me. But she turns away and fiddles with the machine yet again.

      An awkward silence settles over us, something I never remember experiencing with her when we were kids.

      “Well…” I clear my throat, rubbing at the back of my neck. “You’ll let me know if I can help in any way with any setup, right?”

      She peeks back and gives me another taut smile. “Of course.”

      I motion to the gym. “I’m here every day with your grandpa, and Isaac and Bishop spend a lot of time in the ring or on the bags, too. The rest of the family comes and goes to watch me train, so I’m sure you’ll see everyone and be able to catch up soon.” I smile at her, hoping she can see how sincerely happy I am to see her. More than happy, actually. After a shit morning, having Wren back has suddenly given me something to look forward to besides pain and having the family up my ass about my shoulder. “The girls will be thrilled you’re back.”

      Her lips curl into the first genuine smile I’ve seen since I came in here. “I’ve missed them.”

      “They’ve missed you, too. A couple of weeks ago, Astrid was asking Jimmy when you were going to come visit. He was a little cagey about it, and now I get why. You were already planning to come back?”

      She glances down at her feet in her pink slides that match her outfit. “Yeah. Well, I kind of wanted to get settled first before I dove into the Hawke swimming pool again. So, it was my fault he didn’t say anything.”

      Fighting a laugh, I grin at her. “Are we all that bad?”

      Her head snaps up, and she meets my gaze with wide, concerned eyes. “No, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I’m just fucking with you, Wren.” I chuckle. “Relax. I know how it can be when we’re all hovering, but having all the extra manpower can really be useful. Jimmy says they’re delivering the machines soon.”

      She nods, examining the empty space. “Yeah, I think I’m going to paint my logo on that wall over there by the door to the gym and do the window cling for the front to try to keep the sun out and prevent it from getting too hot in here. A few other things like a basic deep scrubbing, but honestly”—she sighs and kind of throws out a hand—“I don’t really have to do that much except find clients.”

      I follow her gaze, trying to imagine what this might look like when she’s done. “I’ll be honest. I don’t know a thing about Pilates.”

      Wren laughs, the sound light and airy, shattering that tension that had formed between us. “Most people don’t, unless you’re a suburban housewife.”

      Huffing a chuckle, I shake my head. “Definitely not that. It’s like yoga, right?”

      She scowls at me, the move so adorable in the way it takes her soft features and tries to morph them. My fingers actually itch to reach out and touch her lips, to wipe it away and return the smile there, but I fight the urge.

      “No, it isn’t like yoga, Atlas. What I teach is reformer Pilates. It’s a lot different.”

      There’s the feisty girl I knew.

      Wren was never afraid to stand her ground or speak up for herself, and I’m glad to see whatever uneasiness she had around me seems to have dissipated.

      “This is what you went to school for, to teach Pilates?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’m actually a physical therapist. I started teaching Pilates because it’s really great in combination with that training.” Her slender shoulders rise and fall. “And I love it.”

      Physical therapists have never done anything for me.

      The constant ache in my shoulder after today’s session proves it.

      Countless hours spent rehabbing it, and it still feels like absolute shit anytime I move—and especially when I land a punch. But I’m confident I wouldn’t have hated my time with my P.T. if it had been with Wren.

      She’s exactly what I imagined she would be like when I thought about her over the years—strong, resilient, fucking beautiful…

      There isn’t a doubt in my mind that she’ll make this work.

      “I’m sure your studio is going to do great, Wren. My family knows plenty of suburban housewives to send your way…”

      She laughs again. “I would greatly appreciate that.”

      I grin at her, letting my eyes rake over the woman who was once my bride—even if it was a fake wedding. “You know…you looked so cute in that little white dress.”

      A smile plays on her lips without me even having to explain what I’m talking about. “I still can’t believe they found you a tuxedo.”

      I raise a brow. “You really think I didn’t have to wear a tuxedo at least a dozen times by the time I turned eight?”

      She points a finger at me, fully returning to the light humor reminiscing brings. “True.”

      “Planning that wedding was the highlight of Kennedy’s life at that age. I think she thought it was real.”

      Her laughter floats over me again, making warmth bloom in my chest. “I know. She was obsessed.”

      I was, too.

      With Wren.

      I didn’t know it was possible to be in love with someone at eight, but if the effect of seeing her now is any indication, what I felt for my best friend the moment our lips touched during that ceremony was very real.

      “You know”—I take a little half-step closer to her, risking a retreat she doesn’t make—“I’m never quite sure how to answer when people ask if I’m married…”

      Her pale cheeks pinken, and she ducks her head, suddenly very interested in the hem of her shirt. “Me either.”

      I can’t even count the number of times I thought about Wren and our wedding over the years, wondering what her life was like and if I ever crossed her mind the way she did mine. But her grandfather always seemed reluctant to discuss much of her life in Texas.

      All I got was “she’s doing well” after he returned from spending a few weeks with her post-fire, and everyone accepted him at his word. But seeing her now, I’m not so sure that was ever true once she left New Orleans.

      I run a hand through my hair, glancing back toward the gym where I left my bag—and shirt—after Jenkins came in and told me she was here. “Well, I’ll let you get back to it. I just wanted to come say hi. It’s good to see you.”

      Her eyes flick up to meet mine again.

      “Really…more than good.”

      My Little Bird has flown home.

      Wren Michaels was always the beautiful little dark-haired girl running around the gym. An honorary Hawke who spent the first eight years of her life with us.

      When her mom died and she had to leave, it felt like a gaping hole had been torn in our lives, especially mine, but it was nothing compared to what she apparently suffered once her father took custody of her.

      Seeing the scars, knowing what she must have gone through, makes what happened to me seem like nothing.
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      A piercing crack of gunfire jolts me awake, and I bolt upright, hand automatically clutched over my left shoulder. The sharp pain there—as agonizing as it was the day it happened—brought on by my dream slowly dissipates to the dull ache that seems to be my constant companion the longer I hold it.

      Cold sweat covers my body, and I tremble violently.

      I struggle to suck in a deep breath, my chest heaving in the dark as I fumble on my nightstand and flip on the light.

      My fingers itch to reach into the drawer and pull out my gun. The natural instinct to protect myself, to defend myself from the threat, gets harder and harder to shake each time this happens, even though I know it’s only a dream.

      The same one I’ve had almost every night since the shooting that makes it impossible for me to get a good night’s sleep. Which, in turn, adds exhaustion to my struggles in the ring every day when I get in it.

      Fucking hell…

      I toss back the covers and drop my feet onto the hard tile. It immediately helps cool my heated skin, but it does nothing to temper the anxiety threatening to suffocate me.

      It was just a dream.

      Logically, I know that. And I know Daniele Roselli is dead. I watched him die right in front of me. So is the man who fired the bullet that destroyed my shoulder at Dan’s order.

      None of that knowledge seems to help, though.

      I run my hands back through my hair and release a frustrated scream that cuts through the still air, images of that day bombarding my brain as the ache in my shoulder reminds me that it’s never going to leave.

      My phone buzzes on my nightstand with an incoming call, lighting up the darkness of my room, and Astrid’s name flashes across the screen.

      Fuck.

      Damn twintuition.

      She probably woke up the same way I did—filled with panic and unable to gather any sense of control.

      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!”

      I can’t handle this conversation with her right now—or ever, really.

      Ignoring my phone, I stand and rush out of the bedroom and down the steps into the living room, beelining straight for the bar to pour myself a drink. My hands shake so badly, trying to grasp the decanter, that I don’t even bother. I place my palms flat against the wooden surface and drop my head, attempting to control my breathing.

      My skin itches and tightens, my entire body vibrating hard enough to rattle the bottles and glasses on the bar.

      I have to get out of here, have to go somewhere else.

      There was a time when the first place I would head was across the hall.

      But not anymore.

      I can’t go there—not to where it happened.

      It doesn’t matter that all the repairs were made within a week of the shooting or that Isaac and Jack’s condo is back to how it once appeared. It still holds the echoes of the attack, so fresh and real that even their company can’t make it any better for me in that space.

      Thank God they’re moving into their house soon…

      Though, another family member is likely just to take up residency since Hawke Enterprises owns the building and that condo has been lived in by a Hawke for two generations. Nobody wants to get rid of it, which means Coen or Astrid will probably end up over there, or maybe even Bishop.

      And that means I’ll have to figure out a way to spend time over there again without panic seizing my chest.

      That seems pretty far out of reach at the moment.

      I push off the bar, scramble back up the stairs, tug on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, then shove my feet into my shoes and head straight for the front door. Snagging my keys off the small table next to it, I don’t even hesitate for a moment before tugging the door open.

      Before the attack, there were only two places I could go to try to unleash all this tension—the gym or the club. And the gym no longer holds that ability. My anxiety ramps up there as the pain slices through me with each punch I take.

      The club it is.

      I slip out into the hall, careful to close the door quietly behind me in case Isaac or Jack are awake with the baby in their living room. The last thing I need is for them to hear me leave in the middle of the night and have to answer their questions.

      I’m already going to have to deal with Astrid in the morning.

      Which won’t be pleasant.

      Having someone literally be your other half isn’t always everything it’s cracked up to be.

      I make my way to the elevator, and the doors slide open immediately, inviting me inside. Leaning back against the metal wall, I enter the code required to get down to the parking garage, and the car starts to descend.

      The rush of movement downward starts to lull away some of the last vestiges of the dream. Closing my eyes, I drop my head against the wall, but that fucking nightmare still lingers there.

      That sound of the first shot shattering the window.

      The girls screaming.

      Benjamin’s wails as the baby reacted to the noise and the chaos.

      Scrambling over the couch to try to get to them.

      Each successive shot another chance to lose one of them as I tried to find any way to get us out of there alive.

      My chest tightens again, and I rub at it, even knowing it won’t do any good.

      It never does.

      Nothing helps when I’m like this.

      The elevator finally dings and opens to the parking garage, and I unlock the Range Rover and slide into the driver’s seat, firing it up and letting the roar of the engine and the rumble of the frame roll through me.

      I click on my belt, then back up, and barely wait for the garage door to lift before I slip under it and tear out onto the street.

      A light drizzle falls, like it always does this time of year in New Orleans. This late at night—or early morning, more accurately—the streets are eerily still and silent. Weaving through them easily, my hands still shake, clutching the wheel, and by the time I turn down the street that holds The Hawkeye Club, its bright neon sign with the wing logo glowing in the darkness feels like a beacon of hope.

      Some might see it as a call to the seedier elements of town, but to the rest of the Hawkes and me, it’s like a second home. And tonight, hopefully, the one place I can find some relief.

      My eyes track across the street to the open spot that once held the massive tree that fell during the hurricane and took out the sign. But if you didn’t know what had happened, all you would think is that something died and they needed to plant a new tree to fill the space.

      Some days, it feels like that for me, too—like a part of me died that day.

      I’d give my life over and over again to save the girls and Benjamin, but I never foresaw what it would do to me physically and mentally when I took that bullet for them.

      It’s still too raw to see the end of it.

      Which means more and more nights like this…

      I pull into the club, parking in one of the spots reserved for family, climb from the car, lock it, and jog to the heavy black door. The low throbbing bass vibrates out through it, and when I open it and step inside, the floorboards under my feet pulse with each note.

      At 3:00 in the morning, no one will be here.

      Uncle Savage and Dad will be at home asleep. Saint and Caroline won’t be in their offices upstairs, either. Kennedy works late, but not this late, especially now that she’s shacked up with Cass and Charlotte at his house.

      Which means I might actually get a little peace tonight.

      But as I scan the bar, my eyes meet a familiar raised dark brow.

      Shit.

      Coen.

      What the fuck is he doing here?

      I almost back out of the club, but he’s spotted me now. There’s no getting out without answering a few fucking questions.

      Dammit.

      Coen watches me approach one of the empty stools with a penetrating gaze, and I sit on it as he grabs a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue and a glass. He pours me a double and slides it in
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