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      The familiar antiseptic scent that desperately tries to cover that of sickness and death fills my lungs. Each breath becomes increasingly harder to take the longer I wait, as if the tainted air is slowly killing me as much as the uncertainty and worry threatens to.

      It doesn’t help that there’s no escaping the cacophony of sounds that always overwhelms the hospital.

      Beeping of machines…

      Squeak of shoes on tile…

      Cries of pain and loss…

      All of it permeates my head, making a dull ache form at my temples. I’d also love to blame all of it for the way my stomach roils, but it isn’t the smell or the sounds making me feel like I’m being eaten alive from the inside out…

      It’s guilt.

      Plain and simple.

      Because this shouldn’t all be so familiar.

      It shouldn’t be someplace I’m constantly finding myself.

      If I were doing my job properly…it wouldn’t be.

      That’s what it comes down to—if I were actually capable of protecting the people I love the way I’m supposed to, we wouldn’t have to be in this hospital.

      Again.

      But I’ve failed.

      Over and over.

      And there is no denying it’s why we are here right now…

      This is all my fault.

      I stand in the hallway peeking into the room where both Jack and Allegra lie in their beds. While Allegra looks far better now than she did at the club,  and Jack appears more annoyed than ill, the fact is, they’re still here. They’re still in danger. There are still too many unknowns around what made them so sick.

      Isaac and Coen fawn all over them while they await results from the battery of tests Aunt Nora and Pope have run, their distress creating a palpable tension that vibrates through me.

      Because I share it.

      That feeling that something is just wrong.

      Since the moment Coen came rushing out of the bathroom at the club with Allegra in his arms and told me she was sick and so was Jack, I knew, deep in my gut, that it wasn’t a coincidence.

      It can’t be.

      I haven’t believed in those in a very long time, and I’m confident this is somehow connected to Satriano and the diabolical plans he loves to set in motion when it comes to the Hawkes.

      A man like him doesn’t simply give up the kind of vendetta he’s held against us for so long.

      That isn’t something you just let go.

      It doesn’t matter that Allegra is his daughter. She may share his blood; she may have been raised by the man; but she made her choice. A very dangerous one. She crossed the invisible line drawn between Satriano and us that is somehow still very real to the other side—to the Hawke side.

      She betrayed her father.

      We all know there will be consequences for that, and I only had one job: to keep them safe and ensure something like this didn’t happen.

      “Fuck!”

      I smash my fist against the wall, hard enough to make my knuckles sting.

      “If you do that again, you’re going to end up breaking it.” Astrid’s voice cuts through my fog of self-loathing as she steps up beside me and leans her shoulder on the wall, her blond hair cascading over her collarbone. Hawke-blue eyes assess me, searching my face intently. “Seriously. Hitting something this hard isn’t the best idea.”

      “Yeah, well”—I shake out my hand, the sting reminding me all too vividly of my failures and the pain the Hawkes have suffered because of them—“I can’t exactly head to the gym now, can I?”

      Her gaze narrows on me. “Look, we’re all upset, Bishop⁠—”

      “Upset?” I raise a brow at her. “I crossed upset and went way beyond it a long time ago. I didn’t keep them safe, Astrid, I fucked up…”

      And I can’t even voice the potential consequences of that.

      She releases a long sigh. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

      “Believe what?”

      Astrid’s features soften even more, her concern written across her face and the way she watches me. She’s always been the most empathetic of all of us, and while that quality is typically a good one to have, when I just want to be left alone and wallow in my guilt, it can be grating. “That it’s your sole responsibility to keep everyone safe?”

      “I mean…yes.” I throw out my open hands toward the room. “That’s literally my job.”

      She snorts and shakes her head. “No. It isn’t. You’re one of many people who handle security for us. And technically, Saint is in charge of running it. You’re just his second in command. If something did happen to Jack and Allegra, if someone managed to slip something into their food or their drinks, or whatever else could’ve caused this, that doesn’t mean it happened on your watch and that it was your fault.”

      I clench my fists and that ache flares in my knuckles, but I don’t mind it. In some strange, masochistic way, I crave it. I need the reminder so I never fail again. “Yes, it does, because if I wasn’t there personally, I should have been.”

      Her blond brows fly up. “And what? You’re going to taste-test every single thing every one of us eats or drinks for the rest of our lives?”

      Well, when she puts it that way, it sounds fucking stupid, doesn’t it?

      I shake my head, pinching the bridge of my nose in a futile attempt to alleviate the pounding that has moved from my temples to behind my eyes. “I don’t know.” A long sigh falls from my lips, filled with all the frustration that’s coiled inside me with no way to release it. “I just can’t believe we’re here again…”

      It’s been one mistake on my part after another.

      First, Jack was taken, then the bombing of the Grind, the shooting at the reopening, and the sniper attack on the penthouse that almost killed Atlas and Astrid…

      Everyone has suffered, either directly or by watching those we love bleed and lose things sacred to them.

      Each of us is scarred in some way.

      The woman in front of me certainly hasn’t been the same since the shooting. She tries to hide it behind an easy smile or by spending every waking moment she has tutoring our employees or helping anywhere she can at the clubs, the Grind, or elsewhere, but I see it for what it really is—a defense mechanism.

      Because she doesn’t want to be alone.

      She’s afraid to be…

      And there’s only one reason for that—me.

      I release the bridge of my nose and open my eyes again to find Astrid watching me carefully. “You’ve suffered as much as anyone.”

      Her lips press into a thin line, her jaw hardening. Something dark crosses her typically warm gaze. It’s fleeting, but it’s there. And it isn’t the first time I’ve seen it since she was shot and almost died. She continues to fight whatever demons are chasing her and refuses to let any of us help, which is why I thought she of all people would understand. “I know.”

      “Then how can you be so calm about this? What if⁠—”

      She steps forward and grabs my wrists, squeezing them gently. “Don’t think about worst-case scenarios. You’ll drive yourself crazy.” Inclining her head toward the room, she locks her gaze with mine. “They’re going to be okay. Nora and Pope have run every test under the sun to figure out what’s wrong. So, take a breath, all right? And stop hitting walls.”

      Deep down, I know she’s right—that panicking or allowing my distress to show will only make things worse.

      I’m here to keep them safe.

      I can’t do that if my head isn’t in the game.

      I nod, forcing myself to draw in a shaky breath even though the sting of failure and suffocating panic still battle to control me.

      And that pisses me off more than anything about this entire situation.

      It isn’t like me to spiral, to give in to those emotions that prevent me from focusing on my job, on the task at hand, which, right now, should be tracking down whoever is responsible for what happened to Jack and Allegra.

      But this has been building and building with each attack on the Hawkes, each time I fail to prevent another catastrophe, and it’s only getting worse.

      Get a fucking grip, girl!

      Another deep breath helps me regain a bit of my composure, but Pope and Aunt Nora appear down the hallway behind Astrid, and any hope I had to let go of that rising tide of panic disappears.

      I immediately tug out of Astrid’s hold and rush toward them, unable to wait for even the few seconds it would take for them to reach us to find out what they’ve learned.

      Falling into step with them, I raise a brow. “What’s wrong? Are they going to be okay?”

      Nora inclines her head to indicate that we should keep walking toward the room instead of stopping to discuss this in the middle of the hallway and issues me a reproachful look.

      She’s already kicked out the rest of the family and banished them to the waiting room due to their incessant questions and buzzing around, but I refused and stood fast by the door despite her objections.

      I failed to protect them everywhere else, but I damn well am not going to leave them unprotected here.

      No one has gone in or out of that room unless they were family since Nora and Pope brought them over from the clinic after determining they needed more testing than they could handle there.

      It would have been more private.

      Easier to control and defend should anyone take the opportunity to attack while we were distracted.

      But ultimately, Nora wanted them here. Which means that’s exactly where I will stay.

      She steps into the room first, followed by Astrid, but I grab Pope’s arm and keep him back.

      “Well?”

      He offers me an incredulous look. “You think I’m going to give away confidential medical information to you?”

      I glower at him. “This isn’t the time to try me, little brother.”

      Pope stares down from almost a foot above me, fighting a grin. “Call me little brother again. I dare you.”

      The humor in his threat somehow cuts through the tension about to snap me in half—likely his very intention. He knows how wound up I’ve been since I arrived, and he also understands—as a brother and a doctor—that it isn’t healthy for me to get like this.

      I can’t help the twitch of a smile, despite my current distress. “I’ll see you in the ring in the morning, and we can put this to the test.”

      He grins and tugs out of my hold easily, and that tilt of his lips is enough to ease a little of my worry. If they were in danger, he wouldn’t be so quick with a smile.

      I follow him into the room where Coen and Isaac are already on their feet, each of them gripping the hand of the woman they love tightly.

      Matching sets of panicked blue eyes land on Nora.

      Isaac swallows thickly. “Mom? What is it?”

      She offers a tight smile and glances at Pope, sharing a look I can’t quite decipher.

      Coen shifts restlessly. “Mom, what’s wrong with them? Do you know?”

      “We have the results of some of the tests back. Others, we’re still waiting on, but given their symptoms, I feel comfortable saying that there’s absolutely nothing wrong with either of them.”

      Coen and Isaac’s brows both furrow, and Jack and Allegra join them in looking utterly confused.

      What the hell does she mean?

      Isaac shakes his head. “Mom, I don’t understand…”

      Nora locks gazes with her eldest. “They’ve both been exhausted, dizzy, nauseous, feeling off…”

      He and Coen nod.

      Her eyes drift to her daughter-in-law and then the newest member of the Hawke flock. Jack exchanges an unsure look with Allegra, but it only takes a few seconds for Jack’s eyes to widen.

      “Oh, shit!” She looks to Nora. “We’re pregnant, aren’t we?”

      Nora can’t fight her grin. “You are. Both of you.”

      What?

      My breath catches.

      Isaac’s gaze cuts over to his younger brother before they both drop back down into the chairs beside the beds as if their legs can’t hold them up anymore.

      I understand the feeling.

      Both of them?

      Astrid releases a squeal of delight and claps her hands, but Coen’s worried gaze sweeps over Allegra, who appears stunned speechless. Her wide gray eyes carry a mix of excitement and deep dread, which I imagine is tied to the situation with her father and what this might mean for it. Isaac shares a look with Jack that is pure, unadulterated joy and adoration.

      And suddenly, I feel like I’m intruding on something I absolutely don’t need to be a part of.

      Because I know exactly what’s coming.

      They’re going to get all gooey and lovey dovey, and I’m going to be the one who ends up throwing up even though they’re dealing with morning sickness.

      I back out of the room and pull my phone from my pocket, but Astrid hurries after me, following my path toward the waiting room.

      She grins, the happy, bubbly energy she used to always have seeping from her now, completely overwhelming the earlier melancholy when discussing what happened to her. “Where are you off to so fast?”

      “I can’t be here right now.” Not when it feels like the walls are closing in on me. “I’m going to get my dad to stand guard.”

      “Wait, Bish.” She grabs my arm, halting my flight. “You should be happy.”

      I should be.

      It should be a relief to know both of them are only experiencing symptoms of something everyone in the family will be thrilled about, but I can’t shake this feeling that more is happening that I’m missing.

      “Just because someone didn’t do something to Jack and Allegra this time doesn’t mean they haven’t tried or won’t try in the future.”

      “Bishop…”—she sighs—“can’t you relax for one second and be excited about the fact that we’re going to have new nieces and nephews?”

      I try to draw in and release a deep breath to get my heart to stop racing and that vise that’s tightened around my chest for the last several hours to loosen, but it doesn’t.

      Astrid reads my continued distress easily. “You didn’t fail.”

      It doesn’t matter how many times she says those words to me, it isn’t going to make them feel any truer. Especially now that there’s another reason to be alarmed when it comes to Satriano beyond the fact that one of his henchmen is now in the city—his daughter is pregnant with a Hawke.

      “I have to go.”

      Her eyes widen. “Where?”

      “Back to the club.”

      “Why?”

      Everyone will be celebrating.

      As soon as Isaac and Coen head to the waiting area and make the announcement, the Hawke clan will switch over from terrified to ecstatic.

      But not me.

      The memory of a mop of sandy-blond hair and a man in a leather jacket leaving the club immediately after Allegra got sick flashes through my head, as does Isaac’s warning about Michael McDonald arriving in New Orleans.

      No such thing as coincidence.

      “There was a guy there tonight, before Allegra got sick.”

      “Yeah?” Astrid’s brow furrows. “What about him?”

      “He…” I struggle with how to explain to her the feeling I got when I saw him, but words seem to fail me. “I don’t know, there was just something off about him.”

      Her eyes darken with concern. “Did you stop him?”

      I shake my head. “I had to call Dad, let him know what was going on with Allegra and Jack. The guy slipped out before I could grab him to question him.”

      “So, why are you going back now if he isn’t there anymore?”

      “To scour the video footage to try to figure out who he is and why the fuck he was there in the first place.”

      And why everything about him felt wrong.
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        TWO DAYS LATER

        GAGE

      

      

      Every club has an energy.

      A vibe.

      Something you feel the moment you step through the doors that makes your heart pump in time to the music blasting through the speakers and that gets fully absorbed into your bloodstream.

      It engulfs you and draws you into a different world from the one outside the doors.

      The Hawkeye Club is no different.

      From the first moment that deep, rumbling bass vibrates through your feet and chest until the moment you walk out the door and it closes behind you, you’re enveloped by pure elegance.

      A rich tapestry of color, light, texture, and sound that swallows you whole and wraps you in a silky sensual cocoon you don’t want to climb out of.

      I’ve spent enough time in enough seedy clubs to know the difference between them and this.

      What they’ve created at The Hawkeye Club is so unlike those other places that they aren’t even in the same category.

      Beautiful surroundings.

      Gorgeous women.

      The kind of dancers who have talent and class, who don’t rely on shock value to make money off the patrons. They’re actually good. The best I’ve seen in New Orleans, or anywhere else that I’ve been over the last several years, for that matter.

      And this place is locked down tight.

      Security at the door, more near the stage, several big, muscular men who look like they could break most of the patrons in here in half like a twig roam around in civilian clothes that do little to conceal who they are or why they’re here.

      They don’t take chances when it comes to their girls, and that’s something I can appreciate, even if it does make me a little uneasy as I walk in. Most of them pay me no mind as I saunter through the main room and slide onto an empty stool near the far end of the bar, exactly where I was sitting only a few days ago when it all went down.

      And when I saw her…

      My eyes immediately scan the club, barely skimming over the redhead on the pole who has everyone else’s rapt attention.

      She doesn’t hold mine.

      Not because she isn’t beautiful or talented. She’s definitely both those things. But the woman I’m searching for won’t be on that stage tonight.

      She’ll be watching from the wings, standing in the shadows, even though she’s far more stunning than any of the girls who get naked and perform.

      I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the brief glimpse I got of her the other night during all the commotion—or hoping I’ll see her again.

      But she isn’t here tonight.

      Just a normal crowd enjoying the music, the show, and a drink. No stunning burnt-umber-skinned beauty watching intently from the wings…

      Disappointment hits me squarely in the chest, but I push it away.

      You don’t need the complication.

      It’s a reminder I’ve told myself many times in my life—that getting involved with a woman for anything more than a quick release only leads to heartbreak and pain. And for the most part, I’ve been able to keep things casual with my entanglements. They never last long, and I make sure they end before something like feelings can get involved. But something tells me that staying casual would be impossible given the way my body reacted to seeing her.

      I’ve never believed in anything beyond lust at first sight.

      There’s never been any reason to…

      Yet, the moment I saw her racing into action when it was apparent someone was sick, it felt as if I’d been struck squarely in the chest by something far more powerful.

      Something that drew me back here tonight when I should have stayed away.

      The young bartender makes his way over to me and inclines his head. “Nice to see you again.”

      He remembers me…

      That could be a bad thing, or a good one. Friendly people have looser lips. That means I might learn a thing or two about the stunning woman who suddenly occupied all my thoughts over the past couple days.

      I shift in my seat slightly, angling my body so I can see the club better—to watch for her. “Thanks.”

      “What can I get for ya?”

      “Whatever IPA you have on tap.”

      He nods and offers a grin. “You got it.”

      Without even thinking, I slide my hand into my right jacket pocket and close my fingers around the hard metal there, almost as if I need to feel it to ground myself tonight.

      And honestly, maybe I do.

      I need the reminder of who I am when things have felt off for a while now. It’s something I can’t put my finger on. An unsteadiness when I’m typically rock solid. Questions when there used to be none. And somehow, I thought coming here and drowning myself in hoppy beer was the answer.

      Liar.

      That’s not why you’re here.

      That little voice inside my head better shut the fuck up, because I have absolutely no business being interested in that woman.

      None.

      Yet, my eyes keep sweeping the club for her as if seeing her again will somehow wipe away this feeling growing inside me.

      I only caught a glimpse of the other night before I had to duck out, but it was enough to leave a lasting impression. Even from across the large space, even with people laughing, music playing, and everything else happening around the club, her presence overwhelmed everything else. She took center stage without ever setting foot on it.

      That’s how I know she isn’t here.

      I don’t feel that magnetic draw that kept my focus squarely on her when it should have been literally anywhere else.

      So instead of hopelessly searching, I force myself to watch the girl on the stage. She moves fluidly. Effortlessly. The beat of the music perfectly in sync with the way her body twists and bends.

      The bartender sliding a beer over to me refocuses my attention. “Anything else?”

      I shake my head. “I’m good.”

      “You want me to leave your tab open?”

      “Nah.”

      If I need to leave quickly again, the last thing I want is to owe the club money, or to have my credit card sitting unclaimed. It’s better to fly under the radar as much as possible.

      I grab a twenty out of my wallet and toss it onto the bar top. “Does that cover it?”

      “More than. Let me get you your change.”

      I shake my head. “Keep it.”

      His eyes widen slightly. “That’s like, a ten-dollar tip…”

      “Keep it.”

      I know what it’s like to be young and struggling at a job like this where you’re really making all your money off tips. And he’s a decent bartender. Friendly, talkative but not intrusive, which means now that I have my drink, he’ll leave me alone unless I engage him in conversation.

      Which is how I prefer it…

      To be in control.

      Allowing otherwise could be catastrophic.

      Settling in, I absorb the vibe, scoping out everyone in the club—their locations, who they’re with, what they’re drinking, how many they’ve had, their demeanors and conversations.

      I don’t even do it consciously anymore; it’s just become natural, so ingrained in me that I couldn’t stop myself from doing it even if I tried.

      Some folks people watch for fun; I do it because not paying attention to those things can lead to dire consequences.

      The doors on the elevator on the far side of the club glide open, and my heart climbs into my throat as she steps out.

      With her long braids tied back in a bun high on her head and shoulders back, she takes strong, confident steps through the club. Her sharp gaze sweeps across everyone, carefully surveying all the patrons, the girls, memorizing where each and every person is and every detail about them—exactly what I was just doing.

      I can practically see the wheels turning in her head behind those stunning dark bourbon eyes. She’s taking stock of everyone, making calculations, considering where she would need to be and what she would need to do if there were a problem.

      Wicked intelligent and calculating.

      Only more reason to like the woman—and need to fly under the radar around her.

      The corner of my lips curls up watching her work, and I force myself to take a drink of my beer and tear my gaze from her before she catches me staring. Drawing unwanted attention to myself—now or ever—wouldn’t be wise.

      Not when coming to NOLA is complicated enough already for me.

      I sip my beer, watching the woman on stage and the group of men congregated around it. Despite so badly wanting to check to see what she’s doing, I keep my focus anywhere else. But I feel the exact moment her eyes find me.

      It would be impossible not to when the hair on the back of my neck rises and heat licks across my skin like a raging wildfire searing across dead treetops. It crackles and scorches through me, igniting something I haven’t ever felt before—yearning.

      I shift uneasily on the stool and take another long gulp of the cool beer, but it doesn’t do anything to help my restlessness.

      I’m not used to being assessed like this.

      I’m the one who does the assessing…until I set foot in The Hawkeye Club.

      Apparently, everything I thought I knew and understood about myself changed the moment I saw her. Decisions I made long before coming here now seem…undetermined. Plans long held…suddenly less certain. A future and end game laid out…now open for play.

      The music thrums through the air, and I force myself to watch the dancer who moves in time with the beat rather than looking to see where she is and what she’s doing.

      She’s careful, which means she won’t make it obvious she’s observing me, but the way my skin keeps sizzling, there’s no question that’s exactly what’s happening.

      Why?

      What caught your interest?

      If anything, she should be concentrating on the men near the stage who have been getting more boisterous the longer I’ve been here. Two of them stumble over, leaving three of their buddies to throw money at the woman on the pole.

      One of the men bumps into my left shoulder as he shoves his way up to the bar.

      Asshole.

      “Heey!” He yells for the bartender with a slight New England accent and a slur that suggests he’s a tourist who has likely spent most of the day on Bourbon Street before heading over here tonight. “I need shots.” He slams his fist on the bar top. “Tequila!”

      My friendly bartender tenses the same way I do. We’ve clearly both had plenty of experience dealing with stupid drunks, and these two definitely seem to be somewhere on that scale. Maybe not at the top yet, but well above mid-level.

      I slide my hands off the glass, resting them on the bar, and turn to more fully face them.

      The bartender looks behind me at someone or something before he inclines his head at the two men, grabs the bottle and the shot glasses, and lines them up. He pours and motions toward the shots. “After this, you guys have had enough for the night.”

      Good.

      They certainly don’t need more from where I sit, and the man on the other side of the bar is good enough at his job to see it, too. These two—and their friends at the stage— will be trouble if they don’t sober up or make their way out of here—soon.

      The bigger of the two of them, whose slicked-back jet-black hair shimmers under the lighting where he stands beside me, narrows his eyes at the bartender. “We’re fine.”

      Disdain coats his pronouncement.

      The bartender shakes his head. “We reserve the right to cut you off at any time.”

      With a scoff, his friend who has the build of a wrestler and the sneer of someone used to getting his way glares across the bar. “Cut us off?”

      They each grab a shot and take one, then slam them down.

      The one with the black hair turns from the bar just as one of the girls walks by. He reaches out and snags her by the wrist, dragging her over to him with a lecherous grin that tightens my hand into a fist. “What about you, sweetheart? Do you think we should be cut off?”

      Her eyes widen slightly and dart to the bartender, and I glance toward the security guard at the door as he starts to make his way over.

      But I can already tell he’s going to be too late.

      Shit.

      The D-bag’s free hand travels toward the girl’s almost bare ass, but before he can grab her, I’m up from the stool, slamming my elbow into his face and knocking him back.

      Blood splatters across his face and shirt, and his yelp of pain fills the air as I tug her away from him and his buddy.

      My arm moves around her waist, and I pull her to me, putting myself firmly between her and the assholes. With her protected against the bar, they can’t get to her without coming through me.

      And that sure as hell isn’t happening.

      Before she can say anything or even react, my arm is pulled from around her waist and jerked behind my back as I’m shoved to the floor.

      My chest hits the tile, all the air rushing from my lungs as someone pins me down with their knee between my shoulder blades, twisting my shoulder and wrenching my arm violently.

      Fuck…

      Warm breath flutters over my ear, and a light jasmine scent floats over me, stilling any reaction my body wants to take against the attack. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, touching one of the girls?”

      Holy hell.

      It isn’t the voice of the big burly guy who stood at the door that rings in my ears; it’s the voice of a fucking angel with an impressive submission hold.
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        BISHOP

      

      

      I drive my knee harder into the upper back of the man I have pinned on the floor and wrench his arm even harder behind him, knowing the type of strain I’m putting on his shoulder and the agony he must be in.

      Relishing it.

      Using all my leverage to make it even worse.

      This fucker thinks he can touch one of the girls which means he’s going to learn a lesson in what happens when you do…

      Straddling his hips, my entire body weight on him in a kimura hold, he’s completely at my mercy.

      And I can’t wait to hear him beg.

      They always do.

      But unlike so many other troublemakers I’ve forced into submission, he doesn’t fight it.

      No bucking and flailing to try to throw me off like most people would if they were in his precarious position.

      He calmly glances over his shoulder at me the best he can, and one Cerulean blue eye meets my gaze. The corner of his mouth twitches, but instead of a cry of agony or an angry demand that I get off him, his body starts to vibrate beneath me with strained laughter.

      “Damn, woman. Most men I know can’t pin me like that. Impressive.”

      This smug motherfucker…

      I lower my mouth to his ear and snarl, my fury only growing at his unusual response to the situation. “Nothing about this is funny, you asshole.”

      He continues to chuckle lightly, despite my weight pinning him down and the discomfort he must be in due to the strain on his shoulder and arm. “Oh, I disagree.”

      The shuffle of footsteps and click of heels beside me draws my attention up, and Jade grabs at my shoulder, her eyes still wide and darting around us. “Bishop, stop! He was trying to help me.” She motions behind her to two men being shoved out of the club by the doorman. “Those two were being creeps. This one was protecting me.”

      Well, shit…

      Everything happened so fast, and I briefly looked away from this man at the bar and was watching Honey on the stage and keeping an eye on the rest of the rowdy group at the front of it.

      All I saw of whatever went down over here was the man under me with his arm around Jade and her looking terrified…

      And apparently, I completely misread the situation.

      Fuck.

      I loosen my grip on the man’s arm and slowly release him, starting to push up onto my knees. He deftly rolls over beneath me before I can get to my feet and stares up from the floor as if I didn’t just take him down embarrassingly easily and try to rip his shoulder out of socket.

      Absolutely mesmerizing blue eyes lock with mine, and a full-blown grin curls his sensuous lips set in a stunningly handsome face with high cheekbones and a strong jaw covered with dark blond stubble.

      My breath hitches slightly, and I swallow through the tightness in my throat. “I…guess I owe you an apology.”

      They don’t come to me easily. Something about being reminded constantly as a child that I shouldn’t always rush to apologize just to resolve an issue unless I am truly in the wrong has made them more difficult as I’ve aged. But there’s no debating I am wrong now.

      And that fucking stings.

      He shrugs nonchalantly, his broad shoulders moving under me in his black leather jacket in a way that sends a buzz of awareness through my body. “No apology necessary. You can pin me like this any time you want.”

      That grin of his only grows, as does the heat now coursing across my skin the longer he assesses me and looks at me like that.

      Shit.

      I quickly scramble to my feet and step off him, retreating slightly to give him room but also to put space between us so I can get my shit together. Because staring at a stranger like that is not having control.

      The longer I look at him, the more it feels like I’m spiraling faster and faster, losing my connection to the things I pride myself in, the ones that keep me so grounded to this life, this job. My ability to remain passive and unaffected.

      If I were being polite, I would offer him a hand to help him to his feet, but I don’t trust myself to have skin-to-skin contact with this man.

      Not when I just reacted like that.

      Not when I know exactly who he is…

      The same man who was here the other night. The one who set every nerve in my body to attention the moment I laid eyes on him. The one who screams danger, from his black leather jacket to the tattoos visible in the open V of his button-down shirt and that sly grin that continues as he slowly pushes up from the floor to his full height, towering over me at least a foot.

      He leans in, and his warm breath flutters across my cheek. “I wasn’t joking, by the way. That was impressive. It takes a lot to get the drop on me, let alone to keep me on the ground.” Somehow, he shifts even closer, until I can feel all that hard muscle pressed against me and the scent of New Orleans air, leather, and something warm and spicy fills my breath. “And I wasn’t joking about wanting you to do it whenever the mood may strike you.”

      The mood…

      Heat flares in my gut and between my legs, and I press them together to stop the dull ache and throb starting there.

      There isn’t any question what he’s referring to.

      The innuendo isn’t even thinly veiled.

      He’s flat-out propositioning me after I put him on his ass.

      And my body seems to like it when I should want to throw this arrogant prick out onto the street, not into my bed.

      Apparently, I’ve gone far too long not taking care of my own needs if it’s this easy for him to get under my skin.

      I tilt my head up to meet his heated gaze, willing myself not to display outwardly any of the ways he’s affecting me physically. “That won’t be happening.”

      One of his sandy-blond brows rises slowly. “Whatever you say.”

      But there’s something about the look in his eyes that tells me he doesn’t believe me, and I’m not so sure I do, either.

      Some sort of strange electricity buzzes between us.

      Something I don’t like.

      Something I absolutely don’t trust.

      Trust is earned, and it isn’t something I give away cheaply.

      Just because he protected Jade, that doesn’t make him some sort of hero. It doesn’t erase that initial unease I had when I saw him the other night, even if it did turn out that Allegra and Jack are both fine. It doesn’t alleviate any of my concern where this handsome stranger is concerned.

      I clear my throat—and hopefully, my thoughts—and take a step back, freeing myself from his entrancing gaze and his scent so I can draw in a breath without being overwhelmed by it.

      Alex approaches, motioning over his shoulder toward the door. “They’re gone.”

      “Good.”

      “I told them they’re banned for life.”

      I nod, relieved he took care of that situation while I was dealing with this one—the man who still watches me intently with a penetrating gaze and that tiny smirk playing at his lips. “I’ll make sure we pull images of them from the video and show the photos to all the staff.”

      Alex nods, then heads to the stage to talk to the other men who were with them, while the rest of the club quickly returns to normal, the excitement finished.

      Jade whispers a “thank you” to her savior, then disappears into the back to take a few moments to gather herself together before it’s her turn on stage.

      Our girls aren’t used to being manhandled by the patrons. Incidents like this don’t happen frequently at any of The Hawkeye Club locations—if at all. Because we demand better than that; from our security, from our customers, from ourselves.

      Just one more failure on my part…

      Instead of seeing this coming, I stepped out of the elevator too distracted by my conversation with Savage and Gabe about the potential threat the arrival of Satriano’s man in town might pose.

      I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it since the night Allegra and Jack were rushed to the hospital. Haven’t been able to stop seeing all these puzzle pieces I can’t quite fit together even though they appear to be from the same board.

      With the opening of the second Hawke Hotel tower happening so soon, I can’t shake this tension and feeling that something bad is just on the horizon. But that isn’t an excuse for letting this happen on my watch.

      If this stranger hadn’t jumped in and helped Jade, things could have gotten much further out of control before Alex or I could have intervened.

      And I never would have been able to forgive myself.

      I might not even be able to now…

      The man who stepped up when I failed continues to watch me carefully, as if he’s waiting for me to do or say something more, and there’s plenty to say.

      Not only have I had a bad vibe from him since the moment I set eyes on him the other night, but reviewing the video surveillance only frustrated me more. Because he somehow managed to spend hours in the club without his full face ever appearing on screen.

      Almost as if he planned it that way…

      And even if there’s an innocent explanation and I’m being paranoid where he’s concerned, we can’t have people believing it’s their responsibility to act as security and get involved in incidents at the club—that will only lead to more problems.

      And this man is trouble enough.

      I approach him again, trying not to squirm at the heat emanating from his blue eyes that only burns hotter when I draw up right in front of him and they rake over me from the top of my head down to my booted feet. “While I appreciate your help, please leave protecting the girls to us.”

      The corner of his lips twitches. “You take your job very seriously.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I narrow my eyes on him. “Of course, I do.”

      “And just how did a beautiful woman like you, who can put a man my size on the floor so easily, end up working at a place like this?” He spreads his hands wide. “Your talents are wasted here.”

      I know it’s meant as both a compliment and sexual innuendo, but it’s the apparent dig at the club that makes my hackles rise. “My family owns the place.”

      “Really?”

      I nod.

      One of his brows rises. “I thought the Hawkes owned it?”

      It’s an innocuous question, but there’s something about the way he asks it that makes my fists clench at my sides. Preparing to defend them and myself if necessary. “They do.”

      “So…you’re a Hawke?”

      I swallow thickly, letting that question play in my head for a moment, because it’s a loaded one. They’re as close to me as my family by blood, but I don’t bear the name or look anything like them. That’s something that has always been evident yet never important to anyone in the Hawke brood.

      We are Hawkes—by birth or by choice, no matter our skin color or the last name on our driver’s licenses.

      “Yes…”

      Even though I’ve failed them too many times to count recently, they somehow still trust me to protect their investments. To protect them. Because they love me and have faith in me even when I don’t have any in myself.

      “They are family.”

      He nods slowly, then shifts to step around me and make his way back to his seat at the bar, but he pauses with his shoulder pressed against mine to lean in until his lips feather over my ear, sending a little shiver through me straight to my core. “The offer still stands. Anytime you want to pin and straddle me again, I’m more than happy to let you.”

      My knees waver slightly, and that heat I could see in his gaze rolls over me like licking flames. Though he appears unaffected by this electric charge coursing between us.

      Bastard…

      Men like him—beautiful and confident, arrogant and cocky—are basically waving a giant red flag in the air.

      I don’t need any red flags in my life.

      He brushes past me and returns to his stool, sliding onto it and immediately grabbing his beer to down the rest of it. His Adam’s apple bobs with his heavy swallow, and as he sets the empty glass on the bar top, his hand trembles slightly.

      Maybe not so unaffected?

      It could just be from the adrenaline of the situation, but the way he surreptitiously reaches down and adjusts his cock behind the zipper of his jeans makes me smirk.

      I shouldn’t be so pleased by that revelation…

      Red flags, Bishop.

      Red fucking flags.

      Tommy hustles over with a new beer for him. “On the house. I saw what happened. Thanks for the help.”

      Hell.

      Now everyone’s treating him like he’s a hero.

      I can admit, in that moment, maybe he was a bit heroic, but there’s something about him that just doesn’t feel right. That hasn’t felt right since I saw him the night Allegra got sick.

      There’s too much power in his body.

      Too much strength in his frame.

      Too much confidence in the way he looks at me.

      A cunning I can see swimming in that blue gaze.

      I need to keep an eye on him.

      We all do.

      That means I might have to play nice with him, even though every instinct I have is screaming to stay away—for both of our protection.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        GAGE

      

      

      It takes all the willpower I possess to stay seated on the stool and not look over my shoulder to see if the stunning woman who made my cock hard by pinning me to the club floor is still looking at me.

      But I don’t have to see it.

      I can feel her intense gaze sweeping over me.

      Taking me in.

      Assessing me.

      Analyzing every little move I make.

      I reach for the new beer the bartender brought me, willing the tremble in my hand to go away, and take a long sip of the cool liquid, hoping that it might calm my libido and my racing heart.

      Because damn…

      I never thought getting taken down like that by a woman could be so fucking hot, but with her—good God—I almost came in my pants the second I realized who was straddling me and wrenching on my arm.

      The pain she inflicted only made me harder and more interested in the woman I should be avoiding, who made it very clear she doesn’t trust me and isn’t interested in anything I have to offer.

      Except maybe my exit from the club and her life.

      Which would be better for both of us.

      I sense her approach, my entire body stiffening in anticipation, and the stool next to me scrapes against the floor before she takes a seat on it.

      It’s a true struggle fighting the grin that pulls at my lips.

      She didn’t walk away…

      Maybe she couldn’t.

      The same way I can’t seem to stay away from the club—or her.

      She motions toward the bartender for something, and he brings over what appears to be soda water with lime for her. Slender dark fingers with short nails painted a deep red wrap around the glass, but she doesn’t take a sip, peeking at me out of the corner of her eye. “This isn’t your first time here.”

      I slowly turn my head toward her.

      It wasn’t a question.

      She noticed me the other night, too. I wasn’t merely imagining her intense gaze on me, and that should make me want to leave even more than the attention that’s already been drawn to me tonight.

      But that jasmine scent wraps around me with her this close and prevents me from moving.

      “No”—I shake my head—“it isn’t.”

      Her fingers drum against the glass lightly, matching the beat of the music thumping through the speakers. “You were here a few nights ago.”

      I nod. “I was. That was my first time.”

      She raises a dark brow. “How’d you find us?”

      Fate…

      Good. Bad. Or otherwise.

      Fate seems to have brought me to this place at this time, knowing she would be here.

      I allow the grin to spread across my lips. “I asked around for the best club in New Orleans, and I was told that The Hawkeye Club was the only place to go.”

      She nods slowly, her head tilting slightly, as if she isn’t quite sure she’s buying my explanation and might be able to see the truth if she looks at it from a different angle, even though I deliver it as smoothly and confidently as possible.

      A moment passes where something unspoken passes between us—an acknowledgment that she suspects I’m lying and I know it.

      She finally lifts the glass to her lips and takes a sip. “So, what do you think?”

      “About what?”

      “The club.”

      I grin, never looking away. “It’s beautiful. Fantastic vibe.”

      “And the girls?” She tries to keep it out of her voice, but there’s a tension there, something I can’t quite place. Surely, not jealousy. “What do you think of them?”

      I keep my eyes locked on her stormy dark bourbon ones. “There’s one I’m very interested in.”

      She dips her head, averting her gaze, and takes a much longer sip of her drink before she clears her throat. Her slender yet muscular shoulders and arms tense as she scans the club.

      The incident certainly got her worked up, but this seems like something else. A rigidity and unease that goes far beyond two drunk men getting a little handsy with a stripper.

      “You seem to be on edge tonight. Is something going on?”

      Her head whips in my direction, her eyes hard, suspicious, and maybe even annoyed. “You mean besides the fact that one of my girls got grabbed by a total creep and I didn’t get here fast enough so you had to step in?”

      And there it is…

      The real reason she’s upset.

      I smirk, turning slightly on my stool toward her. “That really rubs at you, doesn’t it? That I took care of the situation before you could.”

      She presses her lips together in a firm line, her jaw tensing.

      A chuckle slips out before I can bite it back, and I take another sip of my beer, never tearing my eyes away from her. “It does.” I set the glass down on the bar top and lean toward her. “It really bothers you that someone else stepped in.”

      My observation causes her to shift on the stool. “My father has run security for the Hawkes longer than I’ve been alive.”

      “And that means it automatically becomes your job?”

      Drumming her nails on the bar top, she releases a long sigh and shakes her head. “No. I wanted it to be. I could have gone to law school or been a doctor like my brother. I had the grades for it, but I stayed in the family business.”

      Why?

      She’s clearly intelligent, focused, driven—and the type of student who had grades good enough to get her into those types of schools. Yet, after experiencing the way she took me down so easily tonight, I can see how it may have been the right career move for her to work with her father.

      That move was effortless, and on a man who has at least fifty pounds and a foot on her, she made it look like child’s play.

      This woman is a force of nature, like a fucking hurricane that can’t be brought to submission by anything or anyone.

      She will always come out on top and be in control.

      Or at least try to be.

      And tonight, she wasn’t.

      For those few moments it took that fucker to grab the dancer and for me to intervene, she wasn’t doing what she’s best at; she wasn’t doing her job. Or, at least, she thinks she wasn’t. But I know she was keeping an eye on the other three guys near the stage, watching out for the girl on the pole. And it’s impossible to watch, let alone be in, two places at once.

      My chest tightens, and a dull ache forms there watching her struggle with what she sees as a failure.

      I lean back, giving her some space as she shifts uneasily in her stool, trying to gather herself back to the stoic, controlled woman she undoubtedly typically is.

      A new song starts, signaling a change in dancers on the stage, but I don’t even so much as glance in that direction. The only woman in this entire place that could hold my interest is sitting beside me right now.

      She releases a long, slow breath, and her shoulders straighten, as if she’s rebuilt that wall of strength that only moments ago had cracked. Staring into her drink, she swirls it aimlessly but peeks at me again. “So, are you new to town?”

      Apparently, we’re done talking about what went down tonight and the relationship she has with the Hawkes.

      I nod. “I am.”

      “Will you be staying for a while?”

      There’s the slightest dip in her voice, something someone else might not have noticed, but it’s the kind of thing I always pick up on.

      A tiny fissure in that wall she’s rebuilt—or at least, attempted to.

      But if I mention it, she’ll bolt and shut down completely.

      I shrug as nonchalantly as I can, trying to keep my expression neutral. “That depends.”

      Her gaze shifts over to meet mine. “On what?”

      “On how some things play out…”

      “What sort of things?”

      “My job, mostly, but also something personal…”

      That beautiful umber skin darkens even more on her cheeks, the only sign this woman is ever likely to give me because it’s one she can’t control.

      She didn’t miss the fact that I meant her, but the real question is what she will do with it.

      It would be better for us both if she ignored the flirtation, pushed away this spark between us and wrote it off as something not to explore.

      I hold my breath, waiting for her to act. Waiting for her to make the decision to slam the door shut on me so that it won’t remain in my hands that seem desperate to hold it open.

      She considers me for a moment, and for a split second, I see a glimmer of interest in her eyes that makes me think she might bite.

      But it’s gone just as quickly.

      Replaced by a steely resolve I don’t like being on the opposite side of.

      Casually, she brings her drink to her lips again, and I can’t help but focus on the way her throat moves as she takes a sip from it.

      Fuck.

      My palm itches to wrap around her smooth dark skin, to feel her gasps of pleasure rumbling beneath it.

      I shift on the hard stool, trying to relieve some of the tension building in all the wrong places.

      She sets the glass down and runs a fingertip around the rim. “What do you do for work?”

      “I fix things.”

      Her dark brows rise. “What kinds of things?”

      “I’m a mechanic.”

      Those intense eyes automatically dip to my hands.

      I hold them up, showing her all the calluses. “Mostly motorcycles, but I love to get my hands on anything with an engine.”

      This woman’s runs fast and hard.

      She vibrates with the kind of power that’s always been an aphrodisiac for me, and she doesn’t even seem to know it. Her bottom lip disappears under her teeth for a second, and when she releases it, she flashes me a little half-grin that does dangerous things to my willpower.

      “And what else do you do, besides work on engines and hang out in strip clubs?”

      I chuckle low. “You make that sound like a bad thing. I’m giving your family business, aren’t I?”

      Her eyes darken as they lock on me. “Is that the only reason you’re here?”

      There it is.

      The question she should be asking, what she’s been wondering about since the moment she saw me the other night.

      She doesn’t trust me.

      Not even a little.

      I slide on the stool, moving closer to her until my knee brushes against her thigh. The music thumps around us, and I lean in so she can hear me over it while also ensuring no one else walking by might. “I noticed you the other night, too.”

      Her back stiffens. “Did you?”

      Nodding, I slant even closer. “All these women you have on the poles, dripping with sex, making men tremble and fall to their knees for a single second of attention, but the only one who drew mine was you.”

      “Really?”

      The disbelief in her voice hangs in the air between us.

      An unspoken challenge permeates her question.

      I raise a brow. “Want me to prove it?”

      She mirrors a raised brow in response, and I chuckle, moving in until my lips ghost over her ear.

      “You were standing in the northwest corner of the club, watching everything and everyone, taking stock, sizing everyone up, including me.” Her breath hitches. “You were wearing a steel-gray T-shirt that showed off all of your beautiful skin and muscles that I imagine you earned doing something like martial arts. Probably Jiu-Jitsu, given the hold you put on me.” She stops breathing completely. “You had on a pair of dark jeans that clung to you like they were painted on, and all I could think about was tearing them off you.”

      I pull back slightly to see her half-hooded eyes locked on me, her lips parted slightly, as if I stunned the breath right out of her.

      A second passes.

      Another.

      Then she lets out a rush of air from her lungs and quickly looks away.

      She clears her throat and takes a sip of her drink. “Point proven.”

      I chuckle and down the rest of my beer, then slide off the stool and toss another twenty on the bar.

      The bartender approaches and shakes his head. “I told you it’s on the house.”

      I incline my head toward him. “That’s for you. See you next time.”

      She rises off the stool beside the one I just vacated. “You’re leaving?”

      “I have somewhere to be.”

      The tiniest hint of disappointment crosses her face. “You didn’t even tell me your name.”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      An annoyed huff slips from her lips, and she crosses her arms over her chest again, as if she needs the protective barrier it creates. “Well, I’m asking now.”

      “Gage.” I grin at her. “Gage Newhart.”

      I turn to walk toward the entrance, knowing full well I’ve failed in my effort to keep my attraction to this woman under control.

      “You’re not going to ask mine?”

      Her question stops me in my tracks, and I twist back and wink at her.

      “I already know it.”

      Before she can say anything else, I stalk out of the club
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