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      SAVAGE

      Naked women gyrate on stages—asses, tits, flesh on display—their images covering three-quarters of my computer screen, but they are merely blurs in my peripheral vision.

      My focus is on the top right corner, where one of my vendors is unloading his truck on the loading dock, and taking his sweet-ass time doing it. He’s no doubt using it as an excuse to gawk at the girls. Byron is in heated discussion with him about something. Hopefully, my club manager is reaming him out for taking up so much of our damn time with an unload that should take only minutes.

      Why are people so fucking lazy these days? What happened to work ethic?

      Mom and Dad made damn well sure all their children understood the importance of a hard-day’s work and always giving it one hundred percent. I guess that kind of thing just isn’t instilled in people anymore. It shouldn’t surprise me really, the degradation of society, not when I see the degenerates who always manage to find their way in here, despite my best efforts to keep the club clientele upscale.

      Byron and the vendor move to the back of the truck and start unloading several handcarts-full of cases of beer at a time. At least I can always rely on Byron to get the job done.

      I return to the paperwork on my desk but barely have time to regain my train of thought before my office door flies open, slamming against the wall.

      Instinctively, I reach under my desk, wrapping my hand around the grip of the Sig Sauer 1911 Scorpion I keep mounted there. I look up, expecting to find one of Domenico Abello’s thugs, because, surely, that would be the only person capable of making it past both Gabe and Byron to end up in my office unannounced.

      My breath catches in my throat when, instead of a burly threat, my eyes land on what I can only describe as a Victoria’s Secret model. An enraged one.

      She is furious—the fire in her stormy blue eyes and her scowling red lips are a dead giveaway. With a toss of her long, wavy blonde hair behind her shoulder, she thunders into my office as if she owns the place.

      I track her progress across the room, taking in her polished appearance—from her French-manicured nails, thousand-dollar bag, and Burberry trench down to the four-inch Louboutin stilettos that make her long, elegant legs extend beyond comprehension as she clicks across the wood floor with purpose.

      My cock hardens instantly and, despite my surprise at my body’s reaction to her, I steel my expression and shift uncomfortably in my chair.

      Damn. This woman is livid, and hot as fucking hell.

      I doubt she’s a threat, though—to anything but my libido—so, I remove my hand from the gun and surreptitiously slide it to my crotch to adjust my erection before reclining and watching her speculatively. Despite this being my office, my domain, I wait patiently for her to say something. A hint of uncertainty and maybe discomfort surface from beneath her diamond-hard demeanor.

      “Are you the owner?”

      She stops several feet short of my desk, props her hands on her shapely hips, and huffs in defiance. Her voice is level and steady when she asks the question, but her eyes give her away. They roam over me with blatant interest, and the slight flush on her neck and cheeks only confirm my suspicion—she’s checking me out.

      I relax in my chair and school my features, trying to hide my amusement. I answer her question with a nod. “I am, and you might be?”

      “Danika Eriksson.” She tosses her name at me like a poison dart, and her bravado impresses me despite my uncertainty about her purpose here.

      Do I know her? Should I be recognizing her name? No, I would remember a woman like her.

      Movement in the open door catches my attention. Gabe eyes Ms. Eriksson with concern. I wave off my best friend, right-hand man, and business partner with a look, and he nods his understanding before disappearing down the hall.

      “What can I do for you, Ms. Eriksson?”

      She crosses her arms over her chest in a huff, which only succeeds in pushing her abundant breasts higher.

      Not helping the raging hard-on situation, lady.

      “You can tell me where the hell you get off tricking young, innocent girls into selling themselves like slabs of beef in your disgusting club.” She spits the words at me, completely, unabashedly unafraid to insult me and my business, while standing right in front of me and looking me in the eye.

      I struggle to withhold a grin at her audacity as I lean forward, resting my elbows on the edge of the desk.

      “I can assure you, Ms. Eriksson, that none of my employees are ‘tricked’ into doing anything.”

      She scoffs and shifts her weight, drawing my attention back to her impossibly long, shapely legs. The woman must be at least five foot seven without those heels on. With them, she towers over me in all her elegant glory.

      “Bullshit…” She searches my desk for a nameplate, then looks at me again when she doesn’t find one.

      The corner of my mouth quirks up before I can stop it. “Savage, Savage Hawke. But please, call me Savage, and just what is it you think you know about my employees?”

      “Savage?” Her eyes narrow, and then, she rolls them. “Your parents honestly named you Savage Hawke?”

      This isn’t the first time someone has questioned my name, or that my name has left me the butt of some joke. “Yes, they did. It’s a family name.”

      My gaze naturally drifts to the framed photo on the corner of my desk. It was my father’s second-to-last fight. He’s standing in the center of the ring in Madison Square Garden, the WBA heavy-weight championship belt around his waist, and I’m hoisted above his head, both of us smiling in his victory. I was ten.

      She follows my stare and when she sees the photo, her eyebrows pop up in recognition. “Wait, your father is Sam ‘The Savage’ Hawke?”

      Stunned doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel, hearing my dad’s name from her. It takes me a moment to shake off my surprise, but eventually, I manage a smile and nod. “I’m surprised you recognize him.” I lean forward to grab the photo and turn it around so she can see it more clearly.

      In my thirty years on this planet, I don’t think I’ve ever met a single woman who knew who my father was. Men, on the other hand, gape in awe when they find out my lineage. I guess it just goes with the territory of being the son of a heavy-weight champ, and one who died the way he did.

      She takes a step closer to me, bending down slightly to get a closer look at the photo. “Holy shit! I can’t believe you are ‘The Savage’s’ son! Of course I know who he is. My dad was a huge boxing fan. I grew up watching your dad’s fights from my old man’s lap.”

      “That’s great.” And very unexpected.  I’m not quite sure what to say.  Talking about my father is always bittersweet.

      Her smile and astonishment fade, and she glances at me apologetically. “Shit, I’m sorry…” Before she finishes her thought, she seems to realize she’s been sidetracked from her intended purpose. She straightens herself, squares her shoulders, and I can tell she’s ready to get back to business.

      “Well, Savage,” she says my name like it’s a four-letter word, “I would very much appreciate it if you kept your sleazy hands off my baby sister.”

      Bingo!

      She isn’t the first, and she certainly won’t be the last, person to find their way into my office on their high horse, accusing me of taking advantage of some innocent little sister, cousin, or friend.

      “And who is your baby sister?”

      Her face scrunches in disgust at my inability to immediately make the familial connection.

      “Nora Eriksson, she started shaking her ass and tits for you almost three weeks ago.”

      The way she throws the words “ass and tits” at me, I have to cover my mouth with my hand to hide my grin. This woman is all attitude, and it is sexy as fuck, although I have no idea why. She definitely isn’t my usual type, although, I’m not sure if I even know what my type is anymore. Certainly, she’s about as far from Becca as one can get, yet my cock is still straining against my pants.

      I clear my throat before responding, hoping to give myself a second to regain my composure. “Ah, yes, Nora. My manager, Byron, hired her. I’ve only had the pleasure of meeting her on one occasion, but I can assure you, Ms. Eriksson, she was in no way ‘tricked’ into taking her position here.”

      She glowers at me, and her hands ball into tight fists at her sides. “I know my sister, Savage, and there is no way in hell she just up and decided she wanted to be a fucking stripper. She was tricked, or forced…”

      I barely manage to contain an eye-roll. “If I didn’t have such thick skin, I might be insulted by the way you throw your words at me like daggers.” I sit back and enjoy watching her distress at my ability to maintain my cool. The color in her cheeks flares, and her blue eyes flash at me.

      Who knew angry could be such a fucking turn on?
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        * * *

      

      DANIKA

      My blood is boiling and this man—Savage Hawke—has grated my last nerve. I can barely contain my desire to climb across his desk and smack him across his handsome, smug face for acting so high and mighty. He is a pussy peddler. A goddamn sleazebag who preys on young, impressionable, desperate girls in order to make a quick buck.

      Savage Hawke.

      He even has a porn star name. It wouldn’t surprise me if he was shooting them in some back room.

      It’s too bad he’s so fucking gorgeous. He runs a hand back through his thick, wavy black hair and focuses his Caribbean-blue eyes on me with a calm that makes me want to throw my purse at him.

      My traitorous body reacted to him instantly, heat churning deep in my belly the moment I walked into his office and saw him dominating the space behind his large, wooden desk.

      The longer we talk, the worse it gets, and I have to press my thighs together to stop the dull ache there.

      Damn, it has been way too long since I had a good fuck. What? Twelve days?

      I’m so busy fuming and trying to rein in my runaway sex drive, I completely forget to respond to him.

      “Ms. Eriksson,” he continues, giving me a smug smile, “I have a very rigorous interview process established to ensure none of my employees begin work here under any duress…”

      I lift my brow in speculation and to ensure he’s aware of my disbelief. Bullshit! I bet their “interview process” involves lap dances and blowjobs in the champagne room.

      “…Byron conducts a very thorough interview with each girl, including a complete background check to determine if they are under any serious financial strains. If I find they are, I typically offer them a personal loan, to be repaid at standard interest rates, to ensure they aren’t tempted to engage in pursuits some of the other clubs are often known for. We also do weekly drug testing and nightly breathalyzers, as our girls are forbidden from engaging in any illicit drug use and cannot perform while under the influence of any alcoholic beverages.”

      I don’t believe him for a second. No damn strip club operates like that. He must think I’m some dumb, naïve, bimbo blonde to believe I’ll fall for his line of horseshit.

      He reclines back in his chair and waits for me to say something.

      What does he expect me to believe? That he’s a pussy peddler with a heart of gold?

      “Surprised I’m not a total scumbag?” His amusement is evident in the slight turn at the corner of his luscious mouth. “There are a hundred trashy strip clubs in New Orleans a man can go to if that’s what he’s looking for—drugs and easy women. I wanted to offer something different. People are always a bit shocked to learn how I run my business. But when I built The Hawkeye Club, I wanted it to be an upscale and supremely classy gentleman’s club and established a very strict set of rules and regulations to ensure that both my reputation, and the reputation of my girls, remains pristine.”

      I huff and take a step closer to his desk. “My sister was the goddamn valedictorian of her high school class and had a full ride to Tulane for pre-med. Then, this morning, out of the blue, I find out from one of her roommates that she has dropped out of school and started working here. She’s twenty years old, for Christ’s sake! Clearly, you can see why I’m concerned. I mean, why the hell would she do that?”

      He offers me a small, understanding smile and leans over his desk, toward me. The fabric of his dress shirt stretches across his broad shoulders and strains against his massive biceps. My mouth salivates, and I fight the flush I’m sure is creeping up my neck. The worst thing about being fair-skinned is the complete inability to hide my reactions, especially to men like Savage Hawke.

      “I do understand, Ms. Eriksson, but I don’t have the answer for you. Have you tried asking your sister?”

      Shit. I should have seen that question coming.

      I shift uncomfortably and twist my hands in front of my body. “No, she’s been avoiding my calls. That’s why I finally went to her apartment today, to make sure she’s okay.”

      He almost looks sympathetic.

      I wonder how long it took him to perfect this nice-guy act.

      “Well, I think you need to talk to her. I don’t think she’s on the schedule tonight, but you can ask Byron downstairs, and, if she’s here, he will gladly show you to the changing rooms in the back so you can speak with her.”

      Casting an uncomfortable glance toward him, I move my purse from one shoulder to the other and turn to leave without a word. Absolutely no good will come from me spending any more time in this room with this man.

      Savage Hawke is precisely the type of man I always end up getting myself into trouble with: dark, strong, passionate…

      I almost stumble when a vision of him slamming me back against the wall and yanking up my skirt to gain access floods my mind.

      Jesus—I bet he takes absolute control in the bedroom, and I bet he fucks like a complete animal. Men like that don’t do things slow and sweet.

      “I don’t even get a ‘thank you’ or a ‘goodbye?’”

      His sultry, deep voice stops me halfway to the door. I look over my shoulder at him.

      Deep breaths, Dani. Keep it together.

      Don’t let him see how he affects you. Don’t let him see you rattled.

      “I don’t have anything to thank you for.” I raise my head high and strut out the door, not bothering to close it behind me. I punch the button on the elevator and tap my foot impatiently.

      I need to get out of here.

      I need to get as far away as possible.

      I need to find Nora.

      I need to find something to prevent me from racing home, grabbing my Rabbit, and spending the rest of the day fantasizing about that man.

      I need to find something to prevent me from racing straight back to his office, climbing over his desk, and straddling his lap.

      An angry fuck can be supremely hot—ripped clothing, hair pulling, strong, groping hands—but having an angry fuck with my stripper sister’s deviant boss would be an epically bad life choice.
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      SAVAGE

      The instant she disappears around the doorjamb, I grasp my rock-hard cock and adjust it away from under the zipper of my jeans. That woman is walking attitude and sex. I can already smell the trouble she will cause me, mixed with the heady blend of lilacs and rain she left in her wake. I haven’t reacted to a woman this way in, well, ever.

      I pick up the phone and press the extension for the downstairs bar, waiting impatiently as it rings several times. “Yep.” Byron answers, slightly out of breath.

      “A very angry, very beautiful blonde is on her way down from my office. She’s looking for her sister, Nora Eriksson.”

      “Your office? Shit. I’m sorry, Savage. I stepped out back to take care of a delivery. She must have slipped in when I was gone. I’ll take care of it.”

      As much as I want to ream him out for letting someone get up here unannounced, I know he was busy out back, and it really isn’t his fault. It does get me wondering about better security, though. I thought we had things covered—Gabe is kind of an expert when it comes to assuring things are locked down—but if a woman like that can waltz right up here, so can anyone else.

      “Please do, and track down Nora if she isn’t here. See if she can come in and meet with me as soon as possible.” I drop the phone back into the cradle and relax back into my chair.

      My cock is still pressing uncomfortably against my jeans, but there isn’t anything I can do about it now. So, I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and make my best attempt to center myself.

      Deep breaths, Savage. Deep, cleansing breaths.

      There’s work to be done, phone calls that need to be made…

      “What the hell was that all about?” Gabe struts into my office and drops unceremoniously into one of the leather arm chairs facing me. “Was she here for a job? Please tell me you hired that fine piece of ass!”

      His lecherous grin makes me smile despite my disgust at his constant dehumanization of females.

      “No, sorry, Gabe, she wasn’t here for a job interview. She was here to tell me off because I hired her sister, Nora Eriksson.”

      Gabe’s eyes widen, and his jaw drops. “That is Nora’s sister?”

      I nod, and he chuckles, dropping his head against the back of the chair.

      “You know what she does, right?”

      “No,” I shake my head, “should I?”

      He pulls his head up and gives me a look I’ve seen way too many times over the last twenty-plus years of our friendship—the “you’re a fucking moron” look.

      “Should I?”

      His grin tells me I may be in more trouble than I realized.

      “Uh, yeah, man. She’s a goddamn investigative reporter for the Times. If you cross her, you’re liable to end up being the cover story.”

      Shit.

      I knew she looked familiar for some reason. I’ve seen her photo at the top of her column every fucking morning.

      “Fuck, you’re right…but I don’t think she was here for a story. This was personal. This was about her sister. I gathered that the last thing she would want is for the world to find out her little sister is now a stripper.”

      Gabe barks out a laugh. “Why do you say that with such disdain? You own the place, Savage. You employ these strippers.”

      “That doesn’t mean I would necessarily want any of my baby sisters doing it.”

      That gets Gabe absolutely rolling, doubling over in the chair and wiping tears from his eyes. “God, I can just imagine if Storm or Skye tried to become a dancer. You would completely lose your shit.”

      I glare at him. “Not funny. Stop picturing my baby sisters in thongs, you pervert.”

      “They are hardly babies anymore, Savage. They’re what, twenty-seven and twenty-nine? Storm is married and has a child, for Christ’s sake.”

      Not the fucking point!

      My big-brother blood boils and, if Gabe weren’t basically my other half, I might act on my urge to punch him in the fucking jaw. I love the guy, but he should know better when it comes to the Hawke girls.

      “Still, you’re practically family, and they will always be my baby sisters, so, just stop.”

      He holds his hands up in surrender. “Fine, fine.” He relents, standing and stretching out, the tips of his fingers almost hitting the ceiling. “You ready to get outta here for the day?”

      “No, I asked Byron to try to get a hold of Nora. I want to talk to her and make sure nothing else is going on. Her sister seems to genuinely think she wouldn’t be here unless it was because of some sort of outside forces.”

      Gabe looks concerned for the first time since he entered my office.

      “You think Byron missed something in the interview?”

      “I doubt it.” I shake my head. “But I have to ask, just to ease my own mind.”

      He shrugs. “All right, just let me know when you’re ready to bail.” He disappears out the door, tossing a half-wave over his shoulder before closing it behind him.

      I return to the paperwork on my desk and try to lose myself in the numbers and contracts in front of me. At least my dick has finally calmed down.

      My reaction to Danika unnerves me yet has me considering things I haven’t thought about in a very fucking long time. If I spend any more time thinking about her, I won’t get anything done today. I try my best to push her to the back of my mind.

      After an hour of phone calls and staring at the tiny print in these one hundred-page contracts, my head pounds and my eyes are starting to burn.

      A soft knock at the door breaks the concentration I finally managed to find. I look up.

      “Come in.” I drop the papers in my hand onto the pile accumulating on my desk. No matter what, I’ll head home as soon as whoever this is leaves. I am fucking exhausted.

      Nora appears, barely popping her head into the cracked door. “Sir? Byron called and said you wanted to see me?”

      Sir. Christ. I can’t be more than ten years older than her and she’s calling me sir?

      “Yes, hello, Nora. Please, come in.”

      She pushes the door open and steps in, all five foot three inches, one hundred pounds of her, timidly making her way to my desk. The sisters must really take after different parents, because I would have never known they are related based on meeting them. They have the same blue eyes and blonde hair, but where Danika was all confidence and legs, Nora is petite and carries herself more like someone walking the plank.

      “Um, am I in trouble, sir?”

      Shit. Of course she thinks she’s in trouble. I must have scared the crap out of her, asking for this meeting.

      “Oh, shit, no! Come, sit, please…and for the love of God, stop calling me ‘sir.’”

      She hesitates briefly before slowly lowering herself into the leather chair across from me. I can sense her nerves. She’s barely able to make eye contact with me, and her leg bounces up and down in an anxious rhythm.

      “Ms. Eriksson, please, you aren’t in any trouble. It’s just, I received a visit from your sister earlier today and wanted to discuss it with you.”

      She closes her eyes and mumbles something under her breath before shifting forward to the edge of her chair. “Oh, God, what did she do? What did she say?” She drops her face into her hands.

      Her reaction shouldn’t be funny, as she’s clearly distressed, but after my encounter with Danika today, I understand her concern. I bark out a laugh as I lean forward in my chair. “Yes, well, she certainly is…opinionated, isn’t she?”

      Her head snaps up, and her eyes meet mine. She frowns. “That’s a nice way to say it, sir. She tends to be a little…overzealous at times.” She offers me an apologetic smile.

      There’s the sir, again.

      I don’t correct her, because it doesn’t really matter, and she clearly has bigger concerns at the moment than trying to stroke my ego by not making me feel so fucking old.

      When did thirty become “sir” territory, anyway?

      I understand being respectful to your elders. As children, Mom and Dad always made us call people “sir” or “ma’am,” but in this situation, it just makes me wonder what happened to the last ten years of my life to suddenly make me an “elder” without me even realizing it.

      Christ, I wonder how old Danika is and if she saw me the same way Nora does.

      At least she didn’t call me “sir,” although, I’m sure she had a few choice names for me in her head when she stormed out of here.

      Nora shifts in her chair, and I realize an uncomfortable silence has settled over the room. You aren’t making this any easier on her by daydreaming about Danika instead of just telling her what’s up.

      “Yes, well, she seemed very concerned about your employment here, and what your motives for working for me might be.”

      She lets out an exasperated sigh and relaxes back into the chair. “Look, I’m sorry you had to deal with her. She’s just used to looking out for me, but I can assure you, I’m here because I want to be here.”

      I never doubted it, but hearing it from her does ease the tension in my neck and shoulders and make me feel like slightly less of a scumbag. What Gabe said was true. I’ve never regretted my choice in business, and I’ve never been ashamed of what I do, but every time a big brother—or sister—shows up here raging, I get that niggling feeling deep in my chest that feels a lot like shame and guilt.

      “I’m sure that’s true, Nora. Otherwise, Byron would have found out.”

      Nora stands and paces in front of my desk. “I’ve been avoiding her ever since I dropped out of school. I didn’t know how to tell her…”

      Her distress tugs at my heartstrings. I can picture Skye in this position. My youngest sister has a habit of getting herself into unsavory situations, and I’m constantly forced to play white knight, riding in to her rescue. She shares that trait with our baby brother, Stone. Things have only gotten worse with Skye in the last three years. Sometimes, I wonder how she has managed to hold down her job at the hospital. She’s a great nurse, but with everything going on, she just hasn’t seemed to be able to keep her shit together.

      “Look, your relationship with your sister isn’t any of my business, but she seems genuinely concerned about you. I think it might be a good idea for you to talk to her, sooner rather than later.”

      She nods in agreement. “I just want you to know, I really love working here. Danika won’t understand, but, I’ve been busting my ass my whole life in school, in work, trying to please my mother and Danika, but none of it made me happy and I just needed a break. Being here, dancing, that makes me happy. I feel like I can be free and just be myself.”

      I nod my understanding and offer her a smile. A lot of the girls tell me the same thing. Something about being completely free on the stage…I can’t understand it, but if they love it, that’s all I care about.

      “Thank you for coming in on your day off, Nora. Again, I don’t want to involve myself in your family relationships…”

      “No…” She holds her hands up to stop me. “I really appreciate you letting me know she was here.”

      “Of course. I’ll see you later.”

      She turns and disappears out of my office, closing the door behind her.

      At least she has some manners, something that apparently doesn’t run in the family.

      The difference between the sisters is striking. Danika came in like a whirlwind—a finely dressed, heavily-attituded whirlwind—and let me have it. She wasn’t intimidated by me or by being on my turf. She stood her ground and managed to walk out with her head held high, despite the blush I caught more than once during our meeting. Nora, on the other hand, dances naked for a living but dealt with me in a mild and respectful manner. She doesn’t possess the same fire as Danika; that much is clear.

      Why the fuck am I attracted to the difficult one?
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      DANIKA

      He presses his body against mine, chest to chest, and his hot breath fans my ear as he kisses his way up and down my neck. Large hands cup my ass and jerk me forward to meet his grinding hips, and his massive erection presses against my engorged clit, eliciting a moan from me against his cheek. I push myself even closer to him, pulling away from the wall. He growls and shoves me back, making it clear who is in control, and reaches one hand around to tear off my soaked panties, letting them fall to the floor.

      “Please, Savage…” The words fall from my lips before I can stop them, and I want to smack myself for sounding so needy and desperate. That is so not me. But I am on fucking fire! I need release like I need my next breath, and he isn’t giving it to me. Instead, he’s teasing me, using his wicked mouth and body to push me to the brink of insanity.

      “Hello? Earth to Danika?”

      I jerk awake, almost falling out of my chair when Caroline grabs the back and spins it around to face her.

      “What the hell, girl?” She stares at me intently. “What is going on with you today? This is the third time you’ve totally zoned out since you came back from lunch.”

      Since I came back from “lunch”—since I came back from seeing Savage fucking Hawke.

      I’ve been a complete basket case all afternoon, and I have only myself, and that man, to blame. Well, that’s not true. I can also blame Robert, my former fuck buddy who decided to up and move, leaving me utterly bereft and needy as hell.

      It’s inhumane to leave a woman hanging like that. I always get like this when I don’t get laid. It’s been over a week—almost two. Twelve long, lonely, agonizing days, and now I can’t stop fantasizing about the first man I’ve been attracted to since Robert left.

      Get your shit together, Eriksson. You have a job to do. Put your libido away until you get home and can spend some time with BOB or find someone else who can take your mind off Savage.

      “I’m fine, Caroline, relax. I’m just distracted thinking about this story.” It isn’t a complete lie. I’ve been trying to nail Domenico Abello since I started this job almost four years ago, but all I’ve managed to do is meet with brick walls of silence.

      Abello is dirty—the kind of dirty that makes Tony Soprano look like Mr. Clean.

      Everyone knows his reputation, but I only recently got wind of some very unsettling information. Paul, my source, a low-ranking henchman of Abello’s, heard I had been asking around, trying to tie Abello to anything that could actually get him sent away. When he first approached me outside my apartment, I’ll admit, I thought I’d end up with a bullet in my head, but it turns out Paul wants out of the organization, and he’s smart enough to know Abello won’t let him just walk away.

      Paul confirmed something I’ve long suspected and feared—Abello doesn’t just control New Orleans’ underworld. He controls the government, too, through a seedy connection to Mayor Dunne.

      Many of the people who stood in the way of Brian Dunne’s political advancement over the years have disappeared or been in questionable accidents. Once he reached office, a lot of his opposition seemed to back off quite unexpectedly from vehement resistance to certain projects. Quite a few contracts have also ended up going to businesses with hidden connections to Abello.

      According to Paul, Dunne’s success is, in large part, due to this “assistance” from Abello. The only question is, can I prove it?

      If I can verify and document that the head of the biggest crime syndicate in New Orleans has unsavory ties to the mayor and has not only been receiving special consideration on projects in exchange for not even remotely legal favors but may be going so far as to commit murder for Dunne, my career will be made.

      “You still trying to get that source to get some documentation for you?”

      “Yeah.” I spin around to check my email, “he keeps hedging. I’ve only been able to get him to tell me about the shit he’s heard or seen, but no actual hard evidence of anything yet. No way I’m publishing this story until I have iron-clad documentation and the source’s allegations are backed up.”

      Diligence is important in this business, and I won’t risk losing my job, or my reputation, on someone who may just have an axe to grind. Not that I really think that in this case.

      “You don’t believe his story?”

      Spinning back around to face her, I shake my head. “That’s just it, I do believe his story but there is no way I am putting my neck out there and exposing the people I plan to until I have everything I need.”

      It would be career suicide to publish a story like this without one hundred percent confirmation. It wouldn’t be fair to my source, either. I know he’s putting his neck on the line for me, with no benefit to him other than the potential opportunity to get out from under Abello’s thumb. I can’t risk his safety.

      Caroline drops down into the chair opposite my desk and frowns. “You still won’t tell me what this is all about?”

      I sigh and run my hands back through my hair, which only reminds me of a hair-pulling Savage fantasy I had earlier this afternoon. Shit. I release my hair and let out a deep breath. Caroline is my best friend, and I would love to be able to share my Abello story with her, but I refuse to spill anything until I have the story wrapped up with a pretty bow around it—it’s just too dangerous.

      “No, Caroline, but it has nothing to do with you, or me not trusting you. It’s just better if no one else knows this information. It’s safer that way.”

      She gives me a leery look. “You know, when you talk that way, it makes me hella nervous, girl.”

      I wave her off and bend to grab my purse and briefcase. I toss them over my shoulder, and she follows me out of my office. “You don’t have to worry about me, Caroline. My dad taught me how to take care of myself.”

      Before he died, Dad ensured his girls knew basic self-defense skills—as much as you can teach that to a five and a twelve year old. Thankfully, I’ve never needed to use them. But, getting on the wrong side of a guy like Abello was probably not what Dad contemplated when instructing me.

      Still, I refuse to back down because of some potential perceived danger. That wouldn’t be doing my job, and I would feel like utter shit if I let my suspicions go. Maybe it’s because Dad was a cop and spent his whole life trying to put douchebags like Abello away, or maybe I have some innate moral compass compelling me, but either way, I can’t just let this get buried. If I did, I feel like I’d be letting myself, and Dad, down. He died protecting people from Abello’s type of scum, and I’m not about to let him continue his control over this city.

      “Your bravado is exactly what concerns me, Danika.”

      I smile at her, grabbing her arm and tugging her toward the elevator with me. I definitely need to get some drinks tonight, and I know Caroline is always up for whatever, so I try to steer the conversation away from her unfounded fears. “I’ll be fine. I know what I’m doing.”

      Mostly.
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      DANIKA

      After three days of agonizing Savage fantasies and frustrating non-movement on my story, I walk into my office and immediately see an over-the-top bouquet of at least a dozen white roses occupying the center of my desk. Glancing up and down the hallway, I check to see if the person who left them might be lingering nearby, but the entire office is empty. I’m almost always the first person in, and it’s barely seven a.m.

      How did these even get delivered?

      My bags slide down my arm and onto my chair. I don’t know why, but finding this in the middle of my desk in the deserted office is making me more than a little nervous. I refuse to acknowledge it might be related to my current investigation; that means admitting Abello can get to me.

      A small, white envelope is nestled in the petals, and I reach in and pull it out. I slip my finger under the seal and open it. I’m half-expecting it to be from my sister, as an apology for all the shit she put me through in the last couple weeks. She knows I love white roses, and there aren’t really any other possible senders.

      Except maybe Max.

      I met him the same day I met Savage. Caroline and I went out for drinks, and it wasn’t like I was looking—okay, maybe a little bit—but he was there, and so damn hot with his dark hair and flashing blue eyes. He reminded me of Savage, a little too much. We had amazing sex that night, but I just couldn’t get there. I’ve never not been able to orgasm. Talk about fucking frustration!

      I would have stayed with him longer and continued to try, but I kind of ruined the mood by accidentally whimpering Savage’s damn name when Max had me pinned against the wall, his cock buried deep inside me.

      Smooth, Dani, real smooth. Just remembering the look on his face and the tensing of his body makes me cringe.

      Pulling the card from the envelope, my heart races when I see the elegant, sloping scrawl of the writing in the note, certainly not Nora’s handwriting.

      
        
        Ms. Eriksson –

        Dinner.

        Friday.

        Angelo’s.

        8:00 p.m.

        Savage (504) 202-5555

      

      

      That pompous bastard!

      I throw the card onto my desk, knock my bags down to the floor, and drop into my chair in a huff.

      That arrogant prick!

      Who the hell does he think he is? What makes him think I would ever even consider going to dinner with him? He didn’t even ask. He just demands with a goddamn four-word note?

      Presumptuous fuck!

      A litany of curses spew from my mouth as I stare at the beautiful flowers taking up the majority of my desk. As if it isn’t bad enough I haven’t been able to stop fantasizing about him since I met him, now he’s demanding my presence at dinner?

      I won’t go. He can sit there, alone, waiting for me. That will teach him a lesson about how he treats women—damn pussy peddler.

      And Nora defended him! Thinking back to my conversation with her earlier this week, I find it hard to believe we were talking about the same man.

      “He’s not as bad as you think,” she’d insisted.

      “Yeah, right. He pays women to shake their asses and tits for pervs. I’m sure he’s an angel.”

      She’d sighed and rolled her eyes at me. “Really, Dani, he’s not a perv, at least, not with us. He’s really a good boss and doesn’t ever cross the professional line with anyone.”

      The way she told it, he’s some kind of fucking saint, acting like an overprotective big brother to all the girls working for him and taking care of them whenever they get into any kind of trouble. If she had her way, he would win a fucking Nobel Peace Prize.

      “Professional? You call parading naked women across a stage for men to gawk at professional?”

      She glowered at me, and I knew I said something I shouldn’t have. “Look, Dani, I get that you don’t approve of me dancing, but it’s my decision, not yours. I’m happy doing it, so why can’t you just leave it alone? Savage is a good boss who takes care of us. He always thinks about the girls’ well-being. I’ll be okay.”

      Well, she may have full confidence in her boss’ motives and glowing character, but my experience with Savage couldn’t have been more different. The man is self-centered, arrogant, holier-than-thou…and fucking beautiful. How the women at the club are immune to his good looks and radiating sexuality is beyond me.

      I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him since the second I saw him sitting regally behind his desk, the master of his pussy universe. He doesn’t belong in an office. He belongs in the movies, preferably a porno, where I can see what he has under those clothes. His broad shoulders and the fabric straining across his biceps had me practically begging to touch him.

      I shake my head.

      No, fuck him. He can sit and wait for me, forever. I am not giving in to his arrogant demand.

      The card goes into the garbage can under my desk, and I turn to my computer and pull up my email. I barely have time to read the first one when I hear a familiar squeal from behind me and drop my face into my hands, letting out a groan.

      I should have trashed the flowers, too.

      “Ho. Ly. Shit! Who the hell sent you roses? Have you been holding out on me, girl?” Caroline grabs the back of my chair and spins me around to face her. She glares at me momentarily before she begins digging around in the flowers.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Looking for a card so I can find out who sent these, since you have obviously been keeping important information, like the fact that you have a new fuck buddy, to yourself. Oh, my God, is it that guy from the bar the other night? Max?”

      I surreptitiously push the garbage can further under my desk with my foot while Caroline is still nose-deep in the long stems. The last thing I need is her finding the card and asking all sorts of unanswerable questions.

      “There isn’t a card. There isn’t a fuck buddy. They’re from my sister.” The lie slips out so quickly and so easily, I’m confident she’ll buy it.

      Turning to face me, she props her fists on her hips and gives me the “you have got to be fucking kidding me” look. “Your sister? Nora, broke college student, Nora, sent you two dozen white roses that probably cost over a hundred bucks?”

      Shit. Maybe I should have thought out that great lie a little better.

      Caroline doesn’t know about Nora stripping yet.  I hate keeping things from her, but Nora asked me not to say anything, and I can’t rat out my own sister, even to my best friend.

      “Yeah, she got a job and wanted to thank me for all of the support I’ve given her recently.”

      Caroline laughs and sits on the edge of my desk. “Girl, I don’t know why you don’t want me to know who really sent these, but you can drop the act. You’re a terrible liar.”

      She’s right.

      I know any other attempts at deception will be pointless, but that doesn’t mean I have to give her the whole story. I let out a sigh of resignation before dropping my head down onto my desk. “Ugh, fine, they’re from this guy I met the other day, and no, before you ask, we haven’t fucked. He’s my sister’s new boss.”

      I don’t have to be able to see Caroline to know her mouth is agape and her green eyes are bulging out of their sockets at the prospect of a new man in my life.

      “And just how did you come to meet Nora’s new boss?” The sing-song tone in her voice makes me curl my fists at my sides.

      There isn’t any point in continuing to keep it from her. She knows me too well, and she’s the queen of poking and prodding until she gets what she wants. The only thing she hasn’t been able to get out of me is the subject of my big story.

      “I went to make sure she was being treated right.”

      “Ha! I bet you a million dollars you went there to give this poor guy a hard time.”

      I lift my head and throw my best death glare at her. If I didn’t love her so much, she might be the recipient of a cunt punch.

      “You telling me you didn’t?”

      Crap. I did. I push back from my desk, stand, and pace around my office, glancing quickly between the flowers and Caroline.

      “Okay, so I kinda gave him a hard time. To be honest, I have no fucking clue why he sent these.” Maybe actually talking about it with Caroline will help me work through my strange obsession with him.

      “Was there a card?” She smirks, and I know she knows there was one and that I probably disposed of it.

      “In the garbage, under my desk.”

      She leans down, grabs the can, and pulls the small, white card from the top. As she reads it over quickly, I watch her eyebrows rise. “Holy shit, he’s asking you on a date!”

      “No, no, he isn’t. He’s demanding my presence at a certain place at a certain time. He isn’t asking me anything.”

      Fucking beautiful arrogant asshole…

      “Aaand that’s a problem because…?” She circles her hand in front of her in an incredibly condescending gesture.

      “Because, I am not one to let a man dictate when, or if, I do something.”

      Caroline doubles over in laughter, tosses the card on my desk, and makes her way toward the door. “That’s a good one, Dani. Just remember, I know all about you and what you let men dictate.”

      She disappears around the corner, and I collapse back into my chair, the offending card mocking me from the desk.

      Fuck. What now?
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      SAVAGE

      “You don’t think it was maybe a tad bit overkill?” Rick raises an eyebrow.

      What? Two dozen white, long-stem roses to a woman I only met once?

      I stare up at my trainer as I recline on the bench in the gym and try to look more confident than I really feel. “No, not at all.”

      He smirks at me. “Dude, two dozen roses? I don’t even get my wife two dozen roses on our anniversary.” He reaches down to grab another twenty-five pound plate to add to the bar.

      Sweat drips down the sides of my face and onto the bench under my head. I grab my towel from the floor and do my best to mop it off, even though I know I’ll just have to do it again in a couple minutes. “Maybe that’s why you never get laid, my friend.”

      He laughs as he adds another plate to the other side of the bar, making it three hundred fifty pounds. “Whatever, dude, let’s bust out this last set.”

      I re-center myself under the bar and try to get back to concentrating on my workout instead of Danika, but I can’t help but wonder about her reaction to the card.

      I bet she is fucking pissed, and I bet it’s fucking hot.

      A laugh escapes me and Rick looks at me like I’m insane. Thankfully, my cock stays in place instead of inflating to nut-busting proportions like it so often has every time I think about meeting Danika. The flashing anger in her eyes and the way she stood up for her sister have me under some kind of spell.

      There’s just something about that woman that stokes a fire in me I didn’t even know still existed. God knows I don’t have a clue what to do about it anymore. The “invitation” seemed like a great idea at the time.

      I grip the bar tightly, raise it up off the rack, and then slowly lower it down to my chest. My muscles strain and burn as I push it back up, raising my arms to full extension. After repeating the process five more times, I gasp in relief when I finally rack it and finish.

      Rick is in my face immediately, grinning like an idiot. “Way to go, man! You rocked that! I can’t believe you did six reps at three-fifty!”

      I wish I could be more excited about the accomplishment, but my mind is elsewhere.

      “Thanks, man.” I wipe my face with my towel. I slowly sit up and look around the gym, searching for Gabe so we can get out of here.

      I finally locate him talking up a petite redhead near the treadmills. I catch his eye, and he winks at me with a knowing grin.

      He is such a dog sometimes. Okay, well, all the time.

      She hands him her cell phone, and his fingers fly across the screen, no doubt giving her his number. I swear, I see more women coming and going from Gabe’s condo than I would from a gynecologist’s office.

      I wait until he glances up at me again and roll my eyes, making it clear I don’t appreciate waiting for him just so he can line up another booty call. He shrugs at me and says goodbye to little red before making his way over to where Rick and I are waiting.

      “You ready to go?” Gabe asks it like he doesn’t already know the answer. We have a routine and we rarely, if ever, break it. Gym in the a.m., early, like really fucking early sometimes, then we head to the office, then the gym again in the afternoon on days one of us really needs to let off some excess steam, and then we head back to our condo building so he can clean up before one of his lady friends arrives and I can relax and unwind from what lately have been excruciatingly stressful days.

      We’re opening several more restaurants and bars under the Hawke umbrella, and it appears it may not have been such a good idea to try to do so many at once. Gabe and I are constantly on the move—examining potential locations, interviewing potential managers, dealing with contractors and the city to arrange permits—and it’s enough to cause constant migraines and sleepless nights.

      “Yeah, I was ready five minutes ago, but you were too busy shaking your dick at that redhead to notice.”

      “And you completely missed his badass bench set,” Rick adds.

      Gabe rolls his eyes, clearly unimpressed with my weightlifting skills. “I’ll be sure to catch it next time. I was more worried about getting her digits.”

      I scoff and wipe myself again with my towel. “Shocking.”

      “Oh, you can’t talk, my friend. You’ve been brooding and distracted since you met a certain feisty blonde last week, and you don’t see me sending two dozen roses to someone I barely know and who already hates my guts.”

      “She doesn’t hate my guts.” I offer the retort a little too quickly.

      Shit. I hope she doesn’t hate my guts. What if she does?

      No, she doesn’t.

      That blush creeping up her neck during our confrontation was a dead giveaway—she was just as attracted to me as I was to her. Rage may have been simmering in her veins, but it was mixed with a burning desire she couldn’t hide. I have to believe that. Otherwise, I really will feel like the utter and complete asshole she probably thinks I am.

      I say goodbye to Rick and turn back to Gabe. “Let’s just get the fuck outta here.”

      By the time we get to the club, I’m confident I made the right decision in sending the flowers. I’ve never been one to second-guess my decisions when it comes to women. At least…I wasn’t before Becca, but it has been a long time since I asked a woman out on a date, and even longer since I went on a first date, let alone someone who wasn’t exactly thrilled to meet me in the first place.

      I could debate myself in a circle about this. Part of me wants her to decline my invitation, but the bigger part of me needs her to accept. The way she stormed into my office and didn’t give me an inch, despite my somewhat condescending attitude toward her ethical conflict with her sister’s profession and my business…I’ve never been with a woman like that, someone who exudes confidence and doesn’t back down from someone like me.

      It intrigues me; she intrigues me. She makes me question what I’ve been doing the last thirty years with women who were meek, easy, happy to appease. Something about her “take no shit” attitude made me instantly hard, and that truly is a feat. It terrifies me as much as it excites me.

      Waiting two more days to see if she shows for dinner is going to do a real fucking number on my psyche, and my dick.
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      SAVAGE

      The back corner booth at Angelo’s is usually more comfortable. Tonight, sitting and waiting for Danika, my usual table just doesn’t have the same feel. I swirl the Chianti in my glass and take a long sip, letting the thick wine slide down my throat and praying it helps calm my nerves.

      Nerves. Jesus Christ, I haven’t had nerves about anything since I was in middle school. In the last week, I’ve somehow reverted to my insecure ten-year-old self.

      My watch does nothing to assuage my fears. When I see it’s already 8:15, I shift uncomfortably as the once-delicious wine begins to sour in my stomach.

      She’s late. Hell, I don’t even know if she will show.

      Maybe I fucked up?

      Maybe the flowers were overkill? But, what girl doesn’t love roses? And two dozen of them, at that? I thought they were the perfect accompaniment to my dinner invitation.

      I guess I expected she would call to let me know one way or the other if she was going to show up tonight, but since I spend most Friday nights here anyway, I figure it can’t hurt to hold out some hope.

      But, then again, maybe it can. My hand begins to shake, and I set down the wine glass so my anxiety isn’t quite so obvious. If she shows up, she can’t see me this way. A strong, confident woman like her would do a stiletto-heeled one-eighty if she found me here shaking like a leaf.

      What the fuck do I do if she doesn’t show up? I haven’t been able to stop thinking about this girl. How will I ever get her out of my mind if I haven’t at least tried?

      Staying busy at work hasn’t done the trick, nor has beating myself up at the gym. Gabe keeps telling me I’m working myself too hard, but he’s smart enough not to press it with me. I may not be my father, but I can still kick his ass and he knows it.

      Across the main room of the restaurant, Michael catches my eye. My regular waiter approaches the table with a half-hearted smile.

      “Is there anything else I can get you, Mr. Hawke?”

      “No, Michael, not right now.”

      He refills my wine glass and gives me a small bow before retreating to the kitchen.

      How long do I wait here, alone, before I order dinner or go home? Shit, being stood up right now would be a real kick to the nuts.

      I reach for my glass, put it to my lips, and take another long pull at the red liquid, thankful I have it to keep me company. In my peripheral vision, I see a flash of blonde and turn to find Danika making her way toward my table. Her long hair is twisted up and pulled back, away from her face, and she’s decked out in a fantastic knee-length black dress with a plunging neckline that shows just a tasteful hint of cleavage.

      My lips twitch up in the first smile I’ve managed all night, and I try, probably unsuccessfully, to hide my delight at her arrival. Jumping up and down like a middle school kid who just received his first kiss would probably not be a huge turn on for her right now.

      “Ms. Eriksson, I am so glad you could join me this evening.”

      She returns my smile, drops her purse on the bench next to her, and settles in the seat across from me.

      “Thank you for the invitation.” Her cool reply floats over to me.

      My smile fades at her tone, but she’s here, so I’ll consider that a win.

      Michael appears at the table and gives me a knowing grin. “Ma’am, would you like some Chianti?” He presents the bottle to her, and she nods, glancing over the table at me.

      The moment our eyes meet, she blushes and shifts in her seat, fidgeting with the linen napkin on the top of the table. Throwing her my best panty-dropping smile, I’m helpless to keep myself from chuckling when her blush deepens and spreads down her neck and into her cleavage.

      And just what is causing that blush, Danika?

      She’s nervous.

      Good.

      That means I affect her just as much as she affects me.

      And affect me she does. I’m forced to reach down as inconspicuously as possible to adjust my throbbing cock.

      Less than a fucking minute with this woman and I am already hard as granite. This could be a very long dinner.

      Michael retreats from the table.

      She clears her throat, barely glancing up at me before looking back to her hands while I take another sip of wine. “Thank you for the flowers. I have to admit, I was surprised to hear from you, and certainly don’t deserve them after the way I acted in your office the other day.”

      I almost spit out my wine. An apology?

      She doesn’t seem the type to apologize for anything. That I’m getting one tells me it’s a nudge in the right direction.

      “You mean when you stormed in like hell on wheels and tore me a new asshole?” Her head snaps up, and I grin at her, making sure she understands I’m just messing with her. “Relax. You didn’t offend me. In fact, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you for the last week.”

      Obsessing might be a more accurate term.

      “Really?” She shifts forward in the booth, her eyes never leaving mine. I’m glad she’s apparently gotten over her initial reservation. “Thinking about ways to get back at me for my horrible behavior?” She picks up her glass and tilts it back.

      I grin and lean forward across the table, close enough so I’m sure she’ll be the only one able to hear me.

      “No, thinking about how much I want my face buried between your legs and my tongue in your pussy.”
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        * * *

      

      DANIKA

      I sputter, and the wine I’m about to swallow sprays across the table, barely missing Savage’s smug face. He settles back into his seat, laughing as I cough and try to regain some semblance of control.

      “You all right?” His right eyebrow quirks up in a way that makes me want to climb across the table to ride him and smack him simultaneously.

      Shit. This is definitely not what I was expecting when I got his dinner invitation.

      I was sure he was baiting me just to get me here so he could convince me to leave him and the club alone. And maybe to tempt me more with his sinful smile and come-hither bedroom eyes.

      “Yes.” I clear my throat one last time and take a sip of water as nonchalantly and confidently as I can. “I’m just fine.”

      Lie.

      I am most definitely not fine. How could I possibly be fine while looking at this man? His arms bulge under his fitted, perfectly-tailored suit jacket, and I suck my bottom lip under my teeth to keep from moaning. A handsome, muscular man in a well-fitted suit is fucking porn for me.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shock you.”

      Yeah, right.

      I roll my eyes at him and take another drink of my wine. “Bullshit, that’s exactly what you meant to do. I bet you get a real kick out of fucking with women like that.”

      He chuckles and takes another drink of his wine. “No,” he smirks, “only you. And I wasn’t fucking with you. I’m dead serious. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. You got under my skin.”

      He says the last part with such sincerity, I’m forced to rein in my smartass comeback.

      Is this guy for real?

      I study his face as he holds my gaze. His strong, stubble-covered jaw sets off his cerulean blue eyes, and his lightly tanned skin gives him an almost exotic look. He must have women throwing themselves at his feet, especially in a club like his. He probably fucks a new girl every day of the week.

      PUSSY PEDDLER! Don’t forget who he is and what he does!

      Just because Nora defended him doesn’t mean I have to forget his profession.

      “While I appreciate the compliment, Savage, I have to be honest when I tell you I’m not the least bit surprised to hear your motive for asking me here.”

      He looks surprised. “What motive is that?”

      I scoff and roll my eyes at him. “To fuck me.”

      He bursts out laughing, throwing his head back while his whole body shakes. When he looks at me again, his eyes twinkle with amusement. I have to bite my lip again to stop the smile that tries to creep out. He’s so damn sexy when he laughs like that, and it goes straight to my clit.

      “Danika, I did not invite you here to try to fuck you. You asked me why I had been thinking about you, and I answered you, truthfully. I’ll always do my best to respond honestly to everything you ask, but that doesn’t mean my motives in inviting you here were not pure.”

      “Pure? I doubt you know the meaning of the word.”

      He flinches slightly at my retort, and I cringe inwardly.

      Okay, maybe that was a little harsh.

      He searches my face, contemplating something before he replies. “Did you speak with your sister?”

      Okay, hadn’t expected him to go there after I just insulted him…again.

      “Yeah, actually, she showed up at my apartment the day after I came to see you.”

      “You two talked?”

      I nod, and he watches me, waiting for me to elaborate.

      “Look, she told me she spoke with you, so thank you for getting her to come talk to me.”

      Being beholden to him for anything irks me, but after chasing Nora for weeks, he was the one who finally got her to actually stop avoiding me. I have to give him credit for that, at least.

      “You’re welcome. I can only imagine how worried you were for her. If I didn’t hear from my sisters for a couple weeks, I would be worried, too.”

      “You have sisters?” I hadn’t intended
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