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        JUDE

      

      

      Small, soft hands blaze a fiery trail over my collarbone, across my chest, light fingertips searing my skin everywhere they make contact, moving lower, feathering along each ridge of my clenched abs toward the one place I’ve always wanted her.

      I release a deep groan and shift closer to her, relishing her tender, intimate touch, the only one I’ve ever craved.

      “Jude…”

      My hard cock twitches at that sensual voice, whispering my name in my ear with so much love and desire. Something I never thought I’d hear from her perfect lips. Something I didn’t think was possible.

      I angle my body toward her again, desperate for more, for everything from her. She presses her lips to mine greedily and devours my mouth, her hunger matching my own—raw, carnal, necessary.

      The familiar scent of cinnamon and coffee she always carries with her permeates every breath I take, and my mouth waters to taste her. My fingers itch to touch her the same way she does me, to explore and revel in the feel of her smooth skin responding to what I can do to her.

      Touch her, Jude.

      That’s all I want. All I’ve ever wanted.

      “Jude…she wouldn’t be doing this if she knew…”

      That other voice tries to break through, the same one that always ruins these moments, that always shatters the calm and bliss I feel in her arms, but I block it out, concentrating on her loving fingers trailing over my abs and toward my aching cock.

      I reach out and grip her wide, soft hips, digging my fingers into the flesh to drag her up against me, my length crushed between us, rubbing against her soft, sweat-slicked skin. She moans into my mouth, her frantic hands sliding between us to stroke me.

      “God, yes.”

      My whispered words are a benediction.

      A prayer to my own personal saint.

      Because she is my savior.

      The only one who has ever been able to do this to me.

      The only one who can drag me from the dark depths of my personal hell and out into the light.

      The only one I’ll ever want to.

      “Jude.” My name comes more forcefully this time, her voice laced with a frantic need that stirs something deep inside me to give her everything she gives me, a task I fear may be impossible. “Jude, please.”

      She doesn’t need to beg me. Doesn’t need to do anything but look at me for me to be desperate to give her anything she ever wants.

      “Jude!”

      Another voice yelling my name jerks me from the dream before it can turn into the nightmare it always does. Before the soft, tender touches become rough, aggressive, and demanding.

      The heavy metal loft door slams shut, reverberating through the open space and cutting through the fog still clouding my brain.

      “Jude, where are you?”

      Fuck.

      Allie.

      I release my throbbing cock, grab the covers, and tug them over my nude body so she won’t see the raging hard-on. Shoving my hand through my hair, I prop myself up on my elbows and try to appear like she didn’t just interrupt me having a wet dream like a fucking teenager.

      She flings open the bedroom door, two to-go coffee cups balanced precariously in one hand, and raises a dark brow at me, her blue Hawke eyes narrowing on my current state. “What the hell? You’re still in bed?”

      I groan and drop back onto the pillow, keeping an eye on her to try to gauge if she has any idea what she almost walked in on. “What time is it?”

      Too fucking early.

      She scowls and glances toward the nightstand, which I could have easily done myself if I weren’t so distracted by my aching cock that I can do nothing about now. “It’s 7:30 already.”

      “What?” I blink away the last remnants of my dream, trying to breathe normally to slow my heart thundering against my ribcage. “What are you doing here so late?”

      Her focus darts away for a moment toward the shuttered bedroom window she can’t see out of anyway.

      Odd.

      She returns her gaze to me, her lips twisting slightly. “I got a late start this morning.”

      The longer I watch her, the more she fidgets, shifting from foot to foot, a little muscle near her mouth on the right side twitching the same way it always does when she’s lying to me.

      What the hell are you up to, Allie?

      She takes the few steps to the bed and climbs onto it, settling in next to me against the headboard and handing me the coffee while scanning me from the top of my head, over my bare chest, to where the comforter settles over my abdomen. “Late night last night?”

      I nod and scrub my hand over the day’s-worth of stubble on my face. “Yeah.”

      She waggles her eyebrows. “Who with? Another hottie from Tinder or Rosalie?”

      I chuckle and elbow her playfully. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      She pouts and takes a sip of her coffee. “I would, but you never share any of your sexcapades with me.”

      Maybe that’s because I never have any.

      Though, she’ll never know that. Letting her believe I spend the nights we’re not hanging out together banging random chicks I meet on apps is a lot better than her knowing the truth—a lot better than anyone knowing it.

      I take a sip of the coffee and swallow the magnificently scalding-hot liquid. Almost immediately, the caffeine coursing through my system helps erase the last lingering fragments of the dream. If Allie had come in a minute later, it would have been too late, and she would have received a very interesting morning wake-up.

      “Jude…” She waits for me to turn my head toward her. “Why do you look so out of it this morning?”

      The chances of me admitting the reason behind my unusual behavior are slim to none. And I’m a much better liar than Allie thinks I am. “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      Her dark brow wings up. “Are you, though? Your cheeks are flushed, and you look like you were just going at it with somebody.”

      Only my fucking hand.

      She glances toward the partially closed bathroom door, and her jaw drops. “Oh, my God. Is someone here? Did I walk in on—”

      I hold up a hand to stop her because she’ll go off on a tangent—that I have no intention of traveling with her—if I don’t nip this in the bud pronto. “No. Just a long night, like you said. I can’t believe I slept in so late.” I elbow her side. “Where were you last night, anyway?”

      It isn’t like Allie to bail on movie night, especially without telling me she wasn’t going to show up. But her disappearances as of late suggest a new beau, one she doesn’t want any of us to know about. Not unusual for her to keep her personal life private from the Hawkes, but not from me.

      She must really like this guy.

      Allie averts her gaze again and picks at the edge of the coffee cup like it’s suddenly the most interesting thing in the world. “Out.”

      Evasive much?

      “Out where?”

      One of her slender shoulders rises and falls. “Just out with some of the girls in the Bywater.”

      I take a sip of my coffee and try to appear disinterested. “Your sister?”

      Allie snorts and shakes her head. “Hell, no. I couldn’t get Angelina to go out and do anything fun if her life depended on it.” She gives me a pointed look. “And now, she’s fucking pissed at me for coming in so late this morning and then immediately running over here to bring this to you.”

      I smirk, picturing Angelina’s soft skin flaming in her anger with her sister. “Well, tell her I’ll leave a bigger tip next time.”

      Allie’s elbow hits me in the ribs, and she chuckles. “You haven’t paid for a drink once since Angelina opened the place. I don’t think she’ll believe you’re going to start now, let alone tipping.”

      I groan and drop my head back against the headboard, letting my eyes drift closed, the draw of the incredible dream making me want to crawl under the covers completely and fall back asleep instead of chugging this drink to get wired and start my day. “You know I feel bad about that, and I’m going to keep offering even though you both keep saying no.”

      The tsking noise fills my ears, and Allie shifts beside me. “I’m not going to let you pay for your drinks, Jude. You’re family.”

      I cringe at her words, the guilt automatically carving away at my chest from the inside out.

      To most people, being considered a Hawke—even if not by blood—would be a good thing. It would mean acceptance into one of the most prominent families in New Orleans. Money and power. Prestige. Anything you could possibly want at your fingertips. But being a Hawke has its drawbacks—one very big one, in particular…

      I incline my head toward the café across the street. “Shouldn’t you get going before your sister tears you a new one?”

      Her phone buzzes in her back pocket, vibrating against the mattress, and she lifts her ass to reach back and grab it, then stares at it, scowling. “Perfect timing, as always.”

      She flips the phone toward me so I can read it.

      
        
          
            
              
        ANG

      

      
        Where the hell are you? Give him his coffee and get back here. We’re busy.

      

      

      

      

      

      Allie rolls her eyes and shoves her phone back into her pocket as she scoots off the end of the bed. “You better appreciate how much I love you, that I’ll take that kind of attitude from her just to bring you your coffee fix every morning.”

      I lay my hand against my bare chest, directly over my heart. “You’re a true hero.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She waves me off. “You just writing today?”

      I chuckle and run my hand through my hair to get it out of my eyes. “Do I ever do anything else?”

      She stops at the door and looks at me for a moment, her eyes softening as if she wants to ask me about something or make a comment, but she doesn’t. “I don’t know what it is you do all day, to be honest. You won’t let me read anything you write, not even before you submitted it to that publisher.”

      I squeeze my eyes closed and shake my head. “I’m sorry, Al. I just can’t. I feel…”

      Jesus. What’s the right word?

      Embarrassed. Angry. Panicked.

      Deceptive…

      Because you’re trying to hide from her what you know she would see if she read what you’re currently writing. What you haven’t been able to get out of your head until you finally started writing it down…

      The thing you never thought you’d put on paper.

      “Maybe one day.”

      Of course, nothing prevents her from picking up my first book and reading it at any time—except my request that she doesn’t. The same request I made of all the Hawkes.

      She scowls and takes a sip of her coffee, then points an accusatory finger at me. “That sounds like a copout, buddy. But one of these days, you’re going to leave that computer open and I’m going to dig right in and email myself a copy of whatever it is you’re working on.”

      “That would be theft.”

      She smirks. “So, sue me. I’m sure Isaac would love to represent me on a frivolous case like that.”

      I bark out a laugh. “And I’m sure Stone would love to beat Isaac’s ass on my behalf.”

      Her lips twitch again, but her smile falters quickly. “You sure you’re okay?”

      Have I ever been?

      A huge part of me, the part that has always seen Allie as my other half, no different than if we had been in the same womb and shared our parents, wants to come clean with her, wants to unload everything I’ve been carrying around on my shoulders for the last few years. But the bigger part, the part that was always called weak, that feared the repercussions of failing, refuses to let anyone see that, to know what lives and breathes inside of me.

      I force a smile. “I’m good.”

      You just gave me blue balls, but it’s the least of my problems.

      “Okay. I’ll call you later.” Her brows rise. “Are we hanging out tonight?”

      “Yeah. Unless you ditch me again…”

      Guilt finally appears in her blue gaze. “Yeah, sorry about that. Really. I meant to text but got caught up with—” She stops herself. “Anyway, I’ll see you later.” She takes a step toward the front door, then turns back. “And hey, if you’re that tired, whatever you’re working on must be really good. I’m sorry if I interrupted one of your sessions or something.”

      I wince.

      One of my sessions.

      She meant brainstorming and writing, not stroking my cock while I dreamed about the one woman in the world I can never have.

      I wait until the sound of the heavy exterior door slamming closed hits my ears before I release a disgruntled groan, take another sip of my drink, and climb from the bed. My semi-hard cock still aches between my legs, and I step into the bathroom and glance at myself in the mirror.

      Al was right. My disheveled blond hair falls over my eyes. Pink still highlights my cheeks. It certainly looks like someone who was just getting it on.

      Hell.

      The simple thought of the dream makes my cock stir fully to life again, and I take it in my hand and wince.

      Don’t do it, Jude.

      It’s the same thing I tell myself every time, but I know I will, despite knowing how wrong it is. Because it’s an addiction—one I acquired the moment I saw her fifteen years ago—that’s only grown stronger as I’ve spent more time with her, seen who she really is at her core, watched her pain and drive and witnessed how deeply she cares for everyone around her and protects them.

      She’s an addiction I’ll never shake, no matter how many reasons there might be to try.

      I make my way out of the bedroom into the main loft space and slowly inch toward the window overlooking the street. Standing in the shadowed corner, no one can see me, but I can see her.

      Shining, thick, dark hair spills down over her shoulders, bouncing and swinging with each step she takes. Perfect pink lips turn up into a genuine smile for every customer. Her ass sways almost rhythmically as she walks around Hawke’s Daily Grind, her curves shown off in the skin-tight jeans and white T-shirt with a plunging neckline.

      “Fuck.”

      I stroke my cock a few times, and that’s all it takes for the low tingle to start at the base of my spine. It’s always the same. Every day. Watching. Knowing I can never have her. Can never touch her. Wanting.

      I have to turn away before my orgasm, filled with relief, frustration, and guilt, finally hits me.
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        ANGELINA

      

      

      The bells above the door jingle over me, and I step out into the early morning light, balancing the tray with a coffee and a breakfast sandwich on it. I use my free hand to block the sun from my eyes and step over to the small bistro table where Damon sits, reading his usual morning paper.

      “Here you go, Damon. Sorry about the delay.” I force a tight smile at the handsome older man with silver hair. “I’m here alone this morning.”

      He glances up, and his lips curl into a warm grin. “No problem at all. Where’s your sister today?”

      I fight the desire to unleash my anger toward her at one of my best customers. “Running late, apparently.”

      Though, I wouldn’t fucking know since she ran in, made their drinks while I was with a customer, and then bailed again.

      The same annoyance I’ve felt all morning tightens my skin, and I set down his drink and sandwich, itching to get back to the other customers who need attention inside since I’m juggling everything by myself.

      But I never let customers see that. I can’t. No matter how annoyed I may be at Allie. “Anything else I can get for you?”

      “No, thank you, and I do hope your day gets better.”

      It’s impossible not to return a genuine smile at his kind words. Since he started coming around the Grind over the last few months, he’s always been one of the nicest customers—and most loyal. Every day, without fail, at 7:30, this is his spot. The kind of customer who keeps Hawke’s Daily Grind thriving.

      That isn’t anything to complain about and is precisely what I’ve always wanted—if I don’t drop dead from sheer exhaustion. “Me, too.”

      Because I could fucking use a break.

      Which I will never get if Allie doesn’t tear herself away from Jude long enough to do her damn job.

      I look up at the windows, and there aren’t any signs of them. The door across the street that leads to the stairs up to Jude’s loft opens, and Allie steps out, nose buried in her phone, as always. She makes it to the curb, then glances up and down the street for traffic before she bolts across it, avoiding eye contact with me.

      She hits the curb on our side of the street and waves to Damon. “Morning, Damon.”

      Damon nods at her. “Morning, Alessandra.”

      Her name rolls off his tongue with a perfect Italian accent, something he usually manages to hide. He gives me a knowing grin as I head into the café, hot on her heels, empty tray in hand.

      “Where the hell have you been?” I do my best to whisper, but several of the customers sitting at the tables just inside the door look our way.

      Shit.

      Forcing a smile at them, I follow her to the kitchen at the back. As soon as the swinging door closes behind us, I grab her arm and turn her to face me.

      “Seriously. You can’t stay at Jude’s condo all night, not even come home in the morning, then show up here, grab his drink, and go right back to him an hour and a half after you’re supposed to be here to work.”

      Allie cringes slightly, then shakes her arm free. “I’m sorry. All right? I just overslept.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. The little twitch at the corner of her mouth gives away her lie. She’s been telling a lot of them lately, but with Allie, you never really can tell what the hell is going on. The girl lives and loves recklessly and hard. It’s one of her best qualities, but it also gets her into trouble more often than not.

      That’s what makes this situation so impossible.

      I shove the empty tray at her. “Get to work. A bunch of tables need to be bussed, and I’m busy as hell at the counter. I need you here at 6:00 every morning unless you’d rather come in at 4:30 like I do to bake.”

      She offers me an annoyed glance, setting her purse on the small desk I keep as an “office” in the corner of the kitchen. “You know I can’t bake.”

      “You damn well can bake. Nana and Mom taught both of us the same damn thing. So don’t pretend you don’t know how. You just don’t want to.”

      She scowls, but before we can get into the same old argument about her role here or her unwillingness to use the skills she’s been taught, I duck back out into the main space to keep an eye on the customers.

      Three more stand in line at the counter, waiting to be helped, glancing around, looking for someone to assist them.

      Shit.

      I hustle back to the register and take the first order, peeking at the door every few seconds to watch for her to finally come out and get to work. “I’ll get that going for you right away.”

      Allie reappears from the back, looking properly chastised as she quickly clears the three empty tables to make room for the new customers.

      Whatever the hell has gotten into her had better get the hell out.

      I can’t run this place by myself, and with Pam and Betsy only here part-time in the afternoons, that leaves me with Allie to run it during the busiest times. And she’s becoming more and more unreliable the older she gets.

      Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around?

      If she weren’t my own damn sister, I’d fire her.

      I must curb my annoyance, or I’ll never get through this day. It’s times like these I really see the effect the age difference between us has created. The twelve years I have on her have always put me firmly in the “caretaker” role over Allie, and as she gets older, she seems to resent it more and more. If there were anything I could do to tamp that down, I would, but until the girl is more reliable, I have to ride her ass, or the café suffers.

      Something I can never allow.

      Not when this place is my entire life.

      I get to work on the drink and watch the man who just ordered it head back outside to settle in at one of the tables on the sidewalk. More tables mean more customers, but having to run in and out a dozen times every hour I’m here takes its toll. My feet and back already ache, and I’ve only been here a few hours.

      Who would have thought I would feel geriatric at thirty-seven?

      This stuff isn’t supposed to happen until I’m in my fifties. Though, some days, I feel like I might as well be eighty.

      The old spinster living with her sister…

      All I need is a few dozen cats, a fraying knit sweater, and a pair of horn-rimmed bifocals…

      That complete picture sends a shiver through me as I pour the customer’s black coffee, add two creams per his request, and nod to the next customer in line. “I’ll be right back. I promise. Sorry.”

      There’s nothing worse than leaving someone standing in line, waiting to give you their money, but Allie’s inability to get here on time has left me in a position where I never want to find myself again. Precisely why I try to never rely on anyone for anything, because in the end, people either fail you or leave you.

      I walk around the counter and out the front door to set the drink at the table, and a flash of movement in the window of Jude’s place catches my attention, just like everything the man does always has.

      That same dark, recessive corner that always draws my eye does so again, hoping to catch a glimpse of the most reticent and enigmatic Hawke. The beautiful, damaged boy who turned into such a fiercely private man.

      Almost as if he can feel me looking, he takes a step forward out of the shadow, only his upper torso visible—the tattoos on his lean, muscular chest and arms standing out clearly in the morning light.

      His pale-blue eyes blaze even from across the street, and he lifts his coffee cup to his lips and takes a sip before he inclines it toward me and nods a thanks.

      I force a smile at him and give a little wave, but I’m not feeling so friendly toward the man who seems to be monopolizing Allie and keeping her from coming to work.

      As if it isn’t enough, those two have been attached at the hip since they were ten years old when he showed up at Nana’s house with Luca and Byron. Now, he’s actually keeping her from doing her damn job. But a quick glance in the front window finds her behind the counter, taking orders, so I can take a breath for a second.

      I make my way back inside, checking each table before I finally manage a moment to lean back against the counter and take a deep breath of the coffee and bakery-scented air.

      “Angelina, did you hear me?”

      “Huh?” I turn toward Allie, shaking my head. “Sorry. What?”

      “Can I get two medium skim-milk lattes with sugar-free vanilla syrup?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      The more I work, the less I think, and the less I think, the better I feel.

      It may not be the healthiest way to deal with all the trauma in my life, but that’s what’s gotten me through every day of my life since Dad died, the thing that will continue to get me through—not relying on anyone else for my own happiness and comfort.

      I make the lattes quickly, steaming the milk and making the espresso without even having to think about how to do it. Pure muscle memory at work. I slide them across the counter toward Allie.

      She raises a brow at me and hands the drinks to the customer. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      Her gaze darts around the café at the customers eating and drinking and paying us no attention at all. “I’m really sorry about this morning.”

      An apology?

      I never anticipated she would actually take any responsibility for what she did today, but it doesn’t solve one of the major problems. “Please, just tell Jude that he needs to come to get his own coffee from now on.”

      Allie tenses and shakes her head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      It’s not that I don’t know that Jude is a bit antisocial. The man hasn’t set foot in the Grind in years, even though he lives right across the street. But his addiction to my quad-shot lattes has persisted enough to make Allie run one over every morning, rain or shine.

      Instead of answering my question, Allie just squares her shoulders, as if she’s readying herself for a fight. “I’ll make sure I’m here early enough to get it to him without interfering with the work schedule.”

      I sigh. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Al. You only let people down when you do that.”

      She has the audacity to look hurt by the comment. “That’s not fair.”

      “Isn’t it? You missed the last three Sunday dinners at Nana’s, and I can’t even remember the last time Jude went. The two of you are so attached at the hip that you’re letting it interfere with real-life obligations.”

      “Nana understands why Jude and I aren’t there.”

      “Does she?” I raise a brow at her. “Because she sure seemed pretty upset yesterday.”

      Allie winces.

      “I don’t know what you’re doing, but you need to get your shit together. Stop upsetting Nana and be here on time and work, or…I’m going to fire you.”

      She gapes and glances at the customers milling around, then takes a step closer. “You can’t fire me.”

      “Yes, I can. The Grind might be under the Hawke Enterprises umbrella, but I’m listed as the owner. That makes me your boss, whether you like it or not. Even if you’re my sister, I can still fire you if you’re not doing your job, and lately, you haven’t been.”

      Unshed tears shimmer in her eyes for a second.

      Shit.

      Allie blinks them away and turns her back to me. “It won’t happen again.”

      She hustles off before I can say another word. As much as I’d like to believe her, I don’t. Something’s been going on with her for months, and all she does is come up with excuses and tell me half-truths or flat-out lies.

      Maybe I’d have better luck with Jude.

      I glance out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the front of the café and over toward the condo, but his window is empty. A strange mix of relief and concern settles in my stomach, but a massive cement truck rolls by, followed by several other work trucks.

      Leaving Allie at the counter, I head outside, blocking the sun with my hand again to stare down the street. Dozens of construction workers mill around outside a storefront two blocks down—one of the only ones we don’t own on this end of the street, a few doors from The Hawke’s Nest.

      “What the hell is going on down there?”

      “Oh, I heard Barb and Pete finally sold.” The familiar voice from behind me makes me turn toward it.

      “Oh, Nancy! I’m sorry. I didn’t even realize you came in and ordered.” I glance down at the two lattes I just made sitting on the table in front of her. “What did you say about Barb and Pete?”

      She smiles. “I used to go into their shop all the time for little things, but yesterday, when I went, it was all locked up and empty. Like it had been cleared out over the weekend.”

      “You’re kidding me.” I glance back down toward the work happening. “We’ve been trying to buy that storefront for years.”

      Nancy offers a kind smile. “I know. Your Uncle Savage is an old high school friend of mine, and I know the family owns almost the whole street. I was always kind of surprised they never sold to you.”

      “Do you know who they sold to, who the new owner is?”

      She shakes her head and takes a sip of one of the drinks. “No, I don’t.” Her gaze flicks over my shoulder, and she smiles. “Oh, you made it!”

      A crisp, light scent wafts over me as a well-built man with copper-colored hair in an immaculate suit stops next to me and flashes me a grin, his green eyes sparkling. “Excuse me. Do you mind?”

      He points to the empty chair at Nancy’s table I’m currently standing in the way of.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” I step back to allow him to take the open seat.

      Nancy waves it off. “Oh, don’t worry about it, Angelina. This is my lawyer, Cassius Whitaker.”

      My spine stiffens, and ice instantly floods my veins, washing away any warmth from the morning sun. I narrow a glare at the man who has caused so many problems for the Hawkes. “I know the name.”

      He gives me that same lopsided grin that probably melts the panties off any woman he throws it at and takes a sip of the drink, crossing his ankle over his knee and leaning back casually. “I’m sure you do. Tell your cousin, Isaac, hello for me and that I look forward to our next battle in court.”

      Motherfucker.

      As if my day isn’t bad enough, now I have the enemy drinking my coffee.
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        JUDE

      

      

      The second hand ticks one more notch. Then another. Another. A deliberate, controlled, snail-like pace moves it around the clockface, but time doesn’t seem to advance between each check of its progress.

      My chest tightens, and I rub at it absently, pacing the old, wooden loft floors, alternating between worrying about both Allie and my lack of progress on the book and trying to keep myself from going to the window to watch the life I want and can never have pass by on the street below.

      This tension tightening my entire body only builds the later the minute hand advances and the more the sun streams in through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Allie should have been here an hour ago with my coffee. That’s two days in a row she hasn’t shown at her usual time.

      Something’s definitely up.

      It isn’t like her to keep secrets from me. That has the acid churning in my stomach as much as the lack of food so far today does.

      I have to do something to burn through this anxious energy, but no matter how many words I put down on paper, they’re not the right ones. Hours and hours of staring at the screen, typing and deleting. Cursing myself out for not being able to properly get out what’s bottled up inside me.

      Even the aggressive workout in my makeshift gym in the corner wasn’t enough to clear my head. Brutalizing my body with lifting and cardio usually helps me release the constant tension that keeps me on edge, but the burn of my muscles from an hour of weights and a five-mile run before the sun even came up hasn’t helped at all.

      Something’s wrong with Allie, and on top of that, if I don’t make some headway on this book, that fat advance sitting in my bank account will end up right back with the publisher.

      I finally allow myself to walk to the window and glance down at the still-dark café. Which means Angelina is in the kitchen baking and Allie hasn’t arrived to start prepping the front of the house like she should have.

      Fuck.

      If I didn’t think I had a caffeine addiction before, I’m confident I do now. The first day in two years that she doesn’t show up with my drink, and I’m literally shaking for it. Combined with all the anxiety of her strange behavior, it will kill me if I don’t do something about it quickly.

      I tug out my phone and pull up Allie’s text chain.
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        Where the hell are you? Are you okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      Usually, the three little dots indicating she’s responding pop up immediately, but not today.

      Radio silence.

      Fuck.

      I scroll to Angelina’s name and pause with my finger hovered over it. Just like I have millions of times over the years. When there were so many things I wanted to say. Things I needed to. Things she needed to hear but never did. Things I’ve held back and forced deep inside rather than overstep my place.

      Just fucking text her already.

      I pull it up and look at the last message she sent me a few months ago when Isaac brought Jack and Viviana to meet the entire family. The same rock sits in my gut reading it again.

      
        
          
            
              
        ANG

      

      
        You’re really missing Sunday dinner again? When Isaac is bringing his daughter to meet everyone for the first time?

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t respond to her then, unable to come up with a valid excuse I haven’t used the almost hundred times I’ve failed to show at Nana’s for our weekly “family” dinner over the last two years.

      Which makes it even more awkward to be texting her now, seeing that massive gap in time I let hang between us, but this isn’t the time to let my own guilt get in the way of what needs to happen.

      I let my fingers fly over the keys.
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        Any sign of Allie this morning? I’m worried.

      

      

      

      

      

      Waiting for a response, I lean my bare shoulder against the glass and watch the café, hoping to catch a glimpse of her.

      Three little dots pop up on my screen, and I hold my breath, waiting.
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        Nope, I assumed she was with you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. That means she didn’t go home last night.

      And that Ang is probably pissed at me, thinking I’m keeping Allie from coming to work on time.
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        She didn’t sleep here last night. I haven’t seen her since she left around midnight after we watched a movie.
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        She didn’t come home last night. I even slept on the couch so I could talk to her when she did, and she isn’t responding to me this morning.
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        Me, either.

      

      

      

      

      

      A half-dozen messages unanswered.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I shove a hand through my hair and return to pacing, the only thing I can do when I’m caged in here like a wild animal. My bare feet slapping against the wood floors echo through the high ceilings and off the metal rafters.

      Angie and I need to figure out what’s going on with Allie before this goes any further.

      
        
          
            
              
        JUDE

      

      
        We need to talk. Any chance I can get you to bring me my coffee while I try to find her, and we can try to come up with a game plan?

      

      

      

      

      

      Talk.

      Such a simple word. Such a simple concept. Two people together. Sharing with each other. But as soon as I get in Angelina’s orbit, my brain short-circuits, and I lose my ability to speak.

      It’s been almost two years since I’ve been in the same room as the woman who has such a chokehold on me, and my palms sweat merely anticipating the possibility she might come over.
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        Are you fucking kidding me? You can’t make your own coffee there?
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        It isn’t as good as yours. And we really need to talk about Allie.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maybe the compliment will help ease the sting of my selfish request, but without my daily intake of caffeine, I won’t be able to concentrate on the situation or be able to figure out what Alessandra McCabe is up to.

      I can almost see Angelina rolling her Caribbean-blue Hawke eyes at my response. The way her annoyance always wrinkles the skin around them and twists her perfect bow lips.

      It shouldn’t be so damn cute, but everything about her is.
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        Fine. As soon as I have a break, I’ll be over.

      

      

      

      

      

      Almost immediately, the reality that Angelina will be coming into my place hits me like a Mack truck.

      Angie…

      Here…

      A cold sweat breaks out over my skin, and I scan the condo as I shove my phone back into the pocket of my gray sweatpants, still damp with the sweat from my earlier workout.

      Even though I just cleaned, everything still appears dirty, unkempt, in disarray, the same way I am. The stacks of books along the wall next to the window make me look like some psychotic Hemingway-ish reclusive shut-in, which isn’t too far from the truth.

      But it isn’t the way I want Ang to see me for the first time face to face in so long.

      Maybe I should have showered before I asked her to come over, but she could be here any second, and I wouldn’t want to miss her and piss her off even more because I don’t answer the door.

      Unlike Allie, Angelina doesn’t have a key and free rein to my place. She just holds the reins to my heart. Always has and always will.

      The eldest Hawke may not know the stranglehold she has on me, but every move she makes, every smile, every laugh, every word—even those said with snark and sass—it all only further cements that woman in my soul.

      And she’s about to walk in here and see me like this. I check myself in the mirror, running my hand through my too-long hair to try to keep it out of my face. But it’s a lost cause, always has been.

      “You look like Flopsy, the rabbit.”

      Mom’s voice rings in my ears, bringing with it the same stab of pain it always does. The memory of her warm, gentle hand brushing it away from my face and trying to tuck it behind my ear, and it falling right back over my eyes. Her tilting up my chin and looking at me with so much love I can still feel it warming my chest twenty years later.

      “You’re a good kid, Jude. Don’t ever let your father convince you otherwise.”

      I squeeze my eyes closed against the agonizing assault of memories, then shove away from the counter and return into the loft to pace, glancing out the window every time I reach that side of the room. Back to counting the seconds ticking by on the clock, this time, waiting for the other sister.

      The café door opens, and her familiar dark head of hair appears. I immediately freeze, my body tense, already anticipating having her so close.

      She glances up at the window as she crosses the street, her eyes locking with mine. A familiar energy crackles over my skin, and I swallow thickly as heat spreads through me.

      Why does she do this to me?

      Every fucking time that woman looks at me, it’s like she sees right through me, straight past everything I let the world see to the darkest parts I keep hidden even from Allie.

      From the very first time my eyes met hers…

      Fifteen years hasn’t changed a damn thing.

      Except maybe made me love her more.

      She hits the sidewalk under my window, and I jog over to the wall panel to buzz her in downstairs and unlock the metal loft door so she can come in.

      I lean against the wall and wait, my knee bouncing incessantly.

      It was stupid to ask her to bring over the coffee.

      I’m a wreck this morning with Allie MIA. I should have just called Angie, tried to discuss this over the phone instead of having to be so close to her, knowing what her presence does to me. This isn’t how I want her to see me—for anyone to see me.

      A hard pounding comes from the door. I jerk away from the wall and tug it open with my heart in my throat. After almost two years of watching her every day from that window, she’s finally here.

      Annoyance twists her lips, and the low-cut V-neck T-shirt exposes the soft swell of her perfect breasts, heaving slightly with each breath she takes. I let my eyes rake over the tight jeans hugging every curve below her waist, and my cock twitches.

      Fuck.

      Her gaze travels over my bare torso, down across my sweatpants that likely aren’t doing a good job concealing my reaction to her presence, and she clears her throat awkwardly and holds out the coffee. “You really don’t know where my sister is?”

      Forcing my eyes to meet hers, I reach out to take the drink. My fingers brush hers, and that same little jolt passes through my arm that I felt the first time she touched me, when she laid her hand on my knee and gave me a gentle squeeze. It was meant to be a simple reassurance then, a promise that I was safe and would remain that way, but in reality, it was so much more.

      The first time in years I had truly felt safe with an adult. The first time someone said something to me that seemed completely genuine. Someone who offered something freely, without judgment, without expectation of anything in return.

      That was fifteen years ago, but that moment lives in my mind as vividly as the dark ones of my past.

      I shake my head and pull my hand away, bringing the cup to my lips to take a sip in order to give myself a moment to regain composure. “No, we watched a movie, and she left. I assumed she was going home.”

      Angelina runs her hand through her hair. The thick strands fall right back into place as she releases a heavy sigh. “That’s two nights in a row.”

      I freeze. “She didn’t come home the night before, either?”

      She shakes her head, pressing her lips together firmly. “No, and given your reaction, I assume she wasn’t here.”

      I shake my head. “Your parents?”

      “No. If she had gone to Mom and Landon’s house, I am sure I would’ve heard about it.”

      “Shit.”

      So, I was right about the guy…

      There isn’t any other reason Allie would be disappearing and spending nights out without coming home or checking in with anyone. She’s caught in a dick trap somewhere, and apparently, she’s having trouble getting out of it and coming up for air.

      I lean against the door and try to appear casual, but that’s impossible with the woman of my literal dreams, the one who saves me from the nightmares, the one I can never have, standing right in front of me, and my best friend MIA.

      She squeezes her eyes closed for a moment and shakes her head. “I have to get back over there. Betsy came in early to help cover Allie’s shift since I can’t get ahold of her. But I can’t leave her there alone.”

      I hold up the coffee. “Thank you for this. Really. I’m going to contact everyone to see if anyone else might have heard from her. I’ll text you to let you know what I find out.”

      With as busy as Hawke’s Daily Grind always is, there’s no way she’ll be able to make the calls we need to in order to track down Allie. One of the Hawkes must know something. Someone always does.

      Her gaze softens slightly, some of her earlier annoyance melting away, replaced by the soft, welcoming look she usually gives me. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      We stare at each other. Tension thickens the air between us. A familiar one I’m sure she’s felt as much as I have over the years. Like something’s building, like it has been building, and we’re reaching some sort of point of no return. Even after two years, it hasn’t changed, hasn’t dissipated. If anything, it’s only gotten stronger.

      Her gaze darts away from mine abruptly, and she turns and hustles down the short hall toward the stairwell. That perfect round ass of hers sways in the tight denim, and my cock stirs against the soft fabric of my sweatpants.

      Fucking hell.

      I step away from the door and let it slam closed before I lean back against it and close my eyes.

      My best friend is missing, and her older sister is torturing me.
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      Kennedy blows into the café like a hurricane coming off the gulf, pale-blond hair flowing behind her, her perfect red lips screwed down to a scowl. She marches toward the counter, sets her Valentino bag on it, and releases an annoyed huff, drumming her manicured nails against the marble. “I fucking hate Cassius Whitaker.”

      I chuckle and pour her a black coffee, the only way she ever drinks it, though I don’t know how she hasn’t destroyed her stomach with how much she consumes daily. She grabs it from me and takes a giant gulp of the scalding liquid, wincing slightly.

      “Why don’t you ever wait for that to cool down?”

      She focuses her Hawke-blue eyes on me, a slight grin curling her lips. “I like it the temperature of the surface of the sun.”

      I chuckle again and shake my head. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      She grins. “My dad says I have a nuclear mouth.”

      My barked laugh draws the attention of a couple of customers, and I slap my hand over my mouth to try to silence myself.

      “Sorry.” I mouth to a few of them. “So, what did Cass do this time?”

      After he showed up here unexpectedly yesterday and sat outside, drinking coffee with Nancy, I knew something had to be up. That man always seems to have his hands in something that will negatively affect one of our businesses, like his recent failed attempt to stop the groundbreaking on The Hawke Hotel.

      In a few weeks, we’ll be able to shove it up his handsome, pompous ass when the first bulldozer starts clearing the land.

      Kennedy scowls. “What hasn’t he done?”

      The bell jingles above the door, and we both turn toward Isaac as he approaches, wearing a matching scowl on his face.

      “Oh, God.” I return my focus to the CFO of Hawke Enterprises. “Can I assume you two are here about the same thing?”

      Isaac stops next to our cousin and leans a hip against the counter in his perfectly tailored suit. “You tell her about Cass yet?”

      Kennedy shakes her head. “I was just about to. Would you like to do the honors?”

      He huffs as acid churns in my stomach.

      “Shit.” I glance between the two of them, the powerhouses of the second generation of Hawke Enterprises—our legal “fixer” and the woman who plans to take over from Savage and Gabe when the time comes. “If this requires both of you to break the news, it can’t be good.”

      Isaac gives me an apologetic look. “I did some digging after you texted to say he was having coffee here with Nancy Abner yesterday. I thought it was a little suspicious, him being here and him being with her.”

      I narrow my eyes on him. “Why would it be odd for him to have coffee with a client?”

      “Because she isn’t just any client.” His gaze darts to Kennedy, then back to me. “Do you know what Nancy does?”

      I shake my head. “No. She’s been coming in here for years, several times a week, but I don’t think she and I ever talked about that.”

      Kennedy’s lips purse like she just tasted something sour. “She manages all the building inspectors for Orleans Parish.”

      Flashes of the work crew I saw down the street float through my brain. “Oh, God…”

      Before the words even leave Isaac’s lips, I close my eyes to wait for the impact. With everything else going on, it seems like another blow I’ll just have to take and try not to let it knock me out completely.

      “Falco Enterprises bought the empty space from Pete and Barb.”

      His voice echoes in my head, bouncing off my skull like some dark, foreboding warning of what’s coming. I open my eyes, locking them with his. “And what are they putting in there?”

      Kennedy and Isaac exchange a look, and Kennedy’s hand finally stops the incessant drumming on the granite.

      Her normally warm blue gaze turns icy. “A coffee shop.”

      I stumble back a step until my ass hits the counter behind me where the espresso machine stands, and my hands immediately curl around the edge, giving me something to cling to while my legs start to tremble. “You’re joking.”

      Isaac shakes his head. “We need to talk.”

      Talk?

      The word barely registers through the cloud of panic settling over me, and I scan the café for Betsy and find her cleaning a table in the corner. I motion for her to come over.

      “I need to talk to my cousins. Can you handle everything for a couple of minutes?”

      She nods, either missing my distress or intentionally not mentioning it when she passes me. I lead Isaac and Kennedy out front onto the sidewalk, which is—thankfully—empty at the moment. The mid-afternoon summer heat keeps everyone inside, and it gives us some much-needed privacy to discuss the new threat.

      All three of us immediately turn to look down the street toward where the vigorous construction signals a rush to complete the renovation of the small mom-and-pop general store into a coffee shop that will put Hawke’s Daily Grind right out of business.

      “A fucking coffee shop?” I rest my ass on one of the bistro tables. “Are you kidding me?”

      Kennedy lowers her hand on my arm and squeezes gently. “It’ll be okay, Angelina. You’ve been here for a long time. Your customers aren’t going anywhere just because a new place opens up.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Isaac steps in front of me to direct my attention to him instead of the impending doom only a few blocks down. “I’m not going to let them do this to you. To us.”

      I shake my head as tears start to burn in my eyes. “You can’t stop them. You and Uncle Stone have been trying for years, and you haven’t made any headway.”

      His jaw tightens, the dark stubble there barely hiding the tic of the muscle that always happens when he’s pissed. “That’s not true. We got the ruling from Judge Cramer.”

      “Yeah, and that was what, four months ago? Then Whitaker lost his opposition to the hotel groundbreaking. And even after that, they’re right back at it again.” My anger hardens my words, though I’m not mad at Isaac. He and Uncle Stone have gone to war with Falco Enterprises and their mouthpiece, Cassius Whitaker, to try to protect the Hawke investments. They’ve done all they can. It just isn’t working. “What was it you said Cass told you?”

      Kennedy scowls. “That he gets paid whether he wins or loses, and he enjoys the challenge Isaac gives him in court. Such a smug bastard.”

      Smug is right.

      The way his lips tilted when I realized who he was flashes through my head. “Good-looking, too.”

      Her head whips toward me. “Excuse me.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to compliment the enemy. But…” I shrug. “I’d be lying if I said he wasn’t.”

      She huffs and crosses her arms over her chest, tapping her Louboutin-clad toe against the sidewalk as she glares down the street toward the workers. “I swear to God, if that man and I are ever in the same room, I’m going to gouge out his eyes with my heel or maybe just drive one into his balls.”

      Isaac chokes on his own breath with a laugh. “Shit, Kennedy. I don’t ever want you mad at me.”

      Her eyes flick to our cousin, and she scowls at him. “I’m pretty sure I beat you up enough over the last thirty years that you know not to cross me.”

      He chuckles and mirrors her stance with his arms crossed over his chest. “That was because you were older and bigger than me—for a while. You took advantage. And it was all well before I started training heavily with Atlas. I could take you now.”

      She takes a step toward him defiantly, her lips twitching, fighting a smile. “Oh, you think so? I’ve spent some time sparring with Atlas, too, you know. I bet—”

      I press a hand against both of their chests to push them away from each other. “Will you two stop the pissing contest? We have bigger problems right now.” I nod toward the workers down the street. “What are we going to do about that besides filing a lawsuit that’s probably going to go nowhere?”

      Kennedy sighs. “If I had my way, I’d march right down to Cass’ office, steal his files, and dig through them until I find out who owns Falco Enterprises.”

      I turn to Isaac. “You guys really can’t figure it out?”

      He releases a disgruntled little noise in the back of his throat. “Trust me. Dad and I have been working nonstop and have every private investigator and every other avenue we can think of on it. But whoever it is has covered their tracks well.” His eyes harden. “That’s what worries me.”

      A little shiver rolls through my spine, and Kennedy rubs my arm as goosebumps pebble on it.

      “It’ll be okay. Don’t look so nervous. We’ll figure it out.”

      “What if it’s…” I can’t even say the words, afraid if I voice them out loud, it might make them true.

      With so many things left uncertain after the fallout with Satriano and Roselli when Jack and Viviana appeared in our lives, my mind can’t help but immediately go to the man who controls New Orleans with a quick trigger finger.

      Isaac sneers. “If it’s the Rosellis, we’ll connect it, eventually.”

      The last time Roselli showed up here and threatened the Hawkes, Isaac and Uncle Gabe had to shoot up a damn church to rescue Jack from Satriano. I don’t want to even think about what might happen if we have to face another threat like that from someone so close.

      As it stands, we’ve all been on edge, wondering if someone from the Satriano family will show up from Italy, seeking revenge for what they did to save Jack. Cutter and Valentina may have done their best to wipe out what was left of the Satriano crew, but there are always those who linger in the shadows. Those are the people we need to be afraid of, the ones who could pose a threat to any of us.

      Another shiver rolls through me. “Have either of you heard from Allie?”

      They exchange a look, and Isaac narrows his eyes on me. “No, why?”

      I press my hands to my temples, fighting the sudden headache hammering against my skull. “Never mind. Don’t worry about it.” There isn’t any reason to panic yet. This isn’t unusual for Allie, just bad fucking timing. “Tell her I’m looking for her if you do.”

      Kennedy offers what I’m sure she thinks is a reassuring smile, her eyes darting to the empty space across the street beneath Jude’s loft. “You know, maybe if we had a big grand opening at the same time or right before they do, we could draw attention away from them.”

      Isaac follows her gaze, his eyes flicking up to Jude’s windows. I follow his focus, searching the huge panes of glass the same way I almost always do when I come out here, but the most mysterious Hawke isn’t anywhere in sight.

      The fixer for the entire Hawke family releases a despondent sigh, something akin to defeat—something I would never expect from Isaac. “If you think you’re going to get Jude to open his bookstore that quickly, you’re fucking crazy, Ken.”

      She shakes her head. “I wasn’t thinking about the bookstore.”

      I flick my gaze between them, trying to unravel whatever’s going on. “What am I missing here?”

      Isaac rubs at the back of his neck and glances down at his shoes before his eyes meet mine again. “Since we were all here and we made the announcement that Jack is pregnant, I’ve been talking with Luca and Byron about using the space as a studio and art gallery for her.”

      “Really?”

      He nods slowly. “But they bought it for Jude.”

      Kennedy looks up to his window. “And he hasn’t done anything with it for the three years he’s lived there. So, we have a dusty, empty spot in prime real estate. If he’s not ever going to do anything with it, then it makes sense that one of us does.”

      Jack’s expanding belly, that I rubbed at dinner only two days ago, comes to mind immediately. “Can she even paint right now?”

      The corner of Isaac’s lips twitches, his disgusting obsession with her shining through. “There are some types of paints, paint thinner, stuff like that she obviously can’t handle, but she’s been doing a lot of pencil and chalk drawings, and there are some styles of paints she can use. She’s still working, and right now, she’s working out of the corner of my theater room because I don’t have anywhere else to put her in the condo. She needs the space, and she’s good enough that we could sell her stuff.”

      Kennedy nods. “She really is talented.”

      I try to picture what a studio and gallery would look like across the street instead of the bookshop I’ve been anticipating since Byron and Luca announced they had purchased it for Jude when he graduated college and was starting his master’s program. “Actually. It’s a good idea.”

      Isaac nods. “I know.”

      But it being a good idea doesn’t mean anything. “And what did Byron and Luca say?”

      He looks up at Jude’s place again just as Jude appears in the window and stares down at all of us. He doesn’t wave, just allows his icy eyes to drift over the three of us, scrutinizing and examining us like he’s trying to determine what we’re discussing rather than just coming down to join in.

      Kennedy smiles and waves at him, and he finally inclines his head.

      Isaac turns back to us. “They said they’d talk to him.”

      I release a heavy sigh. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to solve the problem. I don’t anticipate he’s going to be very receptive to the idea.”

      Almost instantly, Isaac slips from cousin mode into family attorney mode, crossing his arms over his chest, his back stiffening. “Well, at some point, if he isn’t going to do anything with it, someone has to. It could be exactly what we need to shove it to Falco until we can take them down for good.”

      Kennedy offers a hopeful smile. “Well, let’s hope he is receptive to the idea.”

      Something tells me he won’t be.

      Even though I’ve barely spoken to him other than a few text messages and hadn’t seen him in person for what feels like forever until today, I can’t see him giving up his dream. “And if he isn’t?”

      Isaac’s eyes harden in a way I learned from a very young age to be leery of. “Then I’ll go have a talk with him.”
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      The buzzer sounds through the loft, breaking the minimal concentration I somehow managed to find tonight, and I jerk my fingers back from the keyboard and squeeze my eyes closed. After staring at the bright screen for hours in the otherwise dark space, the blinding white flashes against my lids make me wince.

      Buzz! Buzz! Buzz!

      “Fucking hell…”

      I set my laptop on the floor in the corner where I sit to write, push to my feet, with a cringe at the protestation of my back muscles, and glance out the window down to the street.

      Luca takes a step back from the door and looks up at me.

      Shit.

      Just what I need tonight.

      I scrub my hands over my face and make my way over to buzz him in, then unlock the door while I wait for the man who became one of my adoptive fathers to head up the steps. A minute later, the knob twists, and he pushes his way inside as I pull a beer from the fridge and pop off the top.

      His dark eyes immediately dart to me in the kitchen to the right of the entry. “Get me one of those, too, piccolo guaio.”

      Ignoring the nickname he’s used with me since the first time we met, I hand him the beer and reach for another. He settles onto one of the stools at the kitchen island with a slight groan that I’m sure he wishes I didn’t
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