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        To anyone struggling with the demons of their past…sometimes confronting them and bringing them out into the light is the only path to true freedom.
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      STONE

      You can’t truly know what the phrase “sex on a stick” means unless you’ve seen Nora Eriksson wrapped around the fucking pole at The Hawkeye Club.

      This woman was built for sin but still manages to look like a fucking angel.

      The way her long, pale limbs bend and drape around the pole center stage should be illegal. She moves with a fluidity and grace that belies her profession and hints at her former life as a pre-med student. So many of the dancers are vulgar. But not her. No, Nora is exquisite and refined. Her stage name fits her. Cashmere.

      The Hawkeye Club doesn’t deserve her.

      And that’s a real dick thing for me to be thinking considering Savage owns the fucking place.

      I would say I feel like a creep sitting in the dark corner of the main room and watching her in secret, but I’d be lying. The other patrons gawk at her openly and sit as close to the stage as possible, hoping to get a closer look or even to be touched by her.

      Not me.

      I much prefer waiting in the shadows and lusting after her in private.

      Just like the club doesn’t deserve her, neither do I.

      She’s a pristine diamond—shiny and new and full of hope despite her current job—and I’m a dirty, damaged, dangerous, rabid dog ready to bite. I would chew her up and spit her out and leave her broken without so much as a glance back. I can’t do that to her, no matter how attracted to her I am.

      Plus, it would be weird. Her sister is married to my brother, so that makes her…what? My sort-of-but-not-quite-sister-in-law?

      It’s awkward enough dealing with the fallout of Skye and Gabe finally getting together—things are just starting to get back to normal. I could only imagine how Savage and the rest of the family would react if I pursued Nora. It would not be a welcomed development. That much is obvious.

      But I can’t seem to stay away from her. Every time I’m in town, I find myself here, hiding in the corner like some demented stalker and watching her with a hard cock. I’ve been coming to the club for years, and no one on the stage has ever done this to me.

      This isn’t about how she looks or how amazing she is on the pole either; this is about her. And that makes it a hundred times worse. Maybe in another world, another life, another time, things could be different. Maybe I could be what a girl like Nora deserves. But I don’t have the luxury of daydreams.

      Thank God, I’m going home tomorrow.

      I’m not sure how much more I can handle being in Nora’s orbit, or even the same city. Dom’s been begging me to move back. But putting myself so close to her on a continuous basis spells disaster in any language. My control can only last for so long when it comes to this woman.

      The buzz of my phone on the table draws my attention away from the goddess on stage.

      Shit. Skye.

      > Are you coming back tonight? Why the hell did you bail? I don’t like vague explanations. We need to talk before you leave tomorrow. Don’t try to blow me off. <

      At the word blow, my knee starts bobbing uncontrollably for the hundredth time today. Why is it so fucking hard to find any good coke in this city? This is fucking New Orleans, not some Amish town in Pennsylvania. All my regular sources here seem to be short at the moment, even Dom’s guys. Which is…concerning.

      He’s been dealing with encroachments on his territory and supply lines for months. That it’s resulting in an actual shortage means things will come to a head soon. And that’s always messy when Dom is involved.

      It’s not like I need it anyway. Hell, it’s already been almost two weeks since that party. But it certainly helps me clear my head of unwanted images and voices—bloody, beautiful, or otherwise. I’ll just have to find something else to assist with stress relief tonight. Too bad it can’t be Nora.

      I set my phone back down on the table and scrub my hands over my face. The final notes of “Kashmir” wind down and Nora sashays off stage, that damn perfect ass flexing and rolling and torturing me with every step she takes in those mile-high heels. My cock swells even more, pressing against my boxers and bulging in my dress pants that hide nothing.

      Fuck.

      This is my chance to get out of here without her seeing me. If I wait too long, she’ll come out from backstage, and my chances of a clean getaway are nil. I’ve managed to keep her from seeing me for this long, and I’d like to keep it that way. Just thinking of having to come face to face with her right now has my stomach churning.

      I slide out from the corner booth and move down the back hallway to slip out the side entrance when a small, warm hand grabs my bicep.

      Please don’t be her.

      With trepidation turning my already sour stomach into a roiling mess, I turn to find Renee—aka Scarlett—not Nora, staring up at me with a calculating smile on her too-red lips.

      “Stone, I didn’t even know you were here. Why didn’t you come back and say hi?”

      I smile at her and cover her hand with mine. She’s a beautiful woman with many talents, and I always try to say hello if I’m in town. But there’s no way I’m telling her the real reason for this visit. That would be…unwise. “I just stopped in to drop off something for Savage.”

      Lie.

      Savage, and everyone else, is probably still at Mom’s house enjoying Sunday dinner and fawning over the baby. I love them, I really do, but more than a couple hours with the family in full force usually means a pounding headache and frayed nerves.

      I was almost relieved to get Dom’s call. Even though I really didn’t want to get involved in any more of his drama this trip, at least it gave me an excuse to slip out of there.

      And once I had taken care of my business for Dom, there was only one place I wanted to be.

      Wherever Nora was.

      I ducked in here to catch a glimpse of her before I have to fly back to Cali tomorrow instead of going back for more family fun.

      But now that I’m looking at Renee, a whole other kind of fun has entered my mind.

      It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve hooked up with one of the dancers, and not even the first time I’ve hooked up with Renee. That’s how I know it will help me take my mind off everything going on and relieve the pent-up tension in my body.

      “I’m on my way back to my hotel. Are you off soon?”

      She grins and squeezes my bicep with her long-nailed fingers. My cock twitches in anticipation of having them wrapped around it. “In less than an hour, and I have a babysitter all night, so I don’t need to be home right away.”

      Shit.

      The mention of her kid has me momentarily rethinking my invitation. Taking her away from her child so I can get laid seems a little low, even for me. But then again, she’s the one making a mother of the year choice, not me. She could just say no.

      Who am I to police her morality?

      I lean in and wrap my free arm around her back, pulling her against me. She presses into me and the scent of something overwhelmingly fruity swirls in my nostrils. What cheap perfume she wears doesn’t concern me. She’s gorgeous, warm, and very willing to do anything I want. It’s just what I need tonight.

      Brushing her auburn hair back over her shoulder, I kiss her cheek, then let my mouth linger against her ear. “The Windsor Court. I’m on the club level, so call me when you get there, and I’ll come down and get you.”

      Her body practically vibrates against mine, doing absolutely nothing to tame the raging hard-on I’ve had since Nora wiggled her ass off the stage.

      I would love to drag her outside and bend her over the hood of my rental car for a hot, quick fuck, but I need more than that tonight. We are going to need a room for what I have in mind.

      A room, and some very sturdy bed posts.
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        * * *

      

      NORA

      I drop down into the chair in front of the row of lit mirrors and try to calm my racing heart and labored breathing.

      It’s not from the dance I just did.

      He was here again.

      Even though I couldn’t see him, I felt his eyes on me from the back corner booth my entire time on stage.

      His stare strips me bare and makes me feel vulnerable up there, when usually, the stage is the one place I feel somewhat safe and free.

      Dang.

      I wish I knew who he was.

      He’s been here before, at least a half dozen times since I started dancing. Whoever he is, he’s careful to always sit in a dark corner. I’ve never seen his face, only a glimpse of a large, strong hand curled around a tumbler of amber liquid, sporting a watch that looks like it costs more than my car.

      The waitresses would probably tell me who he is if I asked, but I’m always too flustered after feeling his heated gaze on my every move. Plus, asking about customers is a big no-no here. Byron would get wind of my questioning and then it would get back to Savage and Gabe, and I’d be stuck having a very uncomfortable conversation with my brother-in-law/boss and his bestie.

      There are rules at The Hawkeye Club, rules that don’t bend and certainly don’t break without you being tossed out to the curb on your ass. Savage runs a tight ship; it’s one of the things I appreciate about him and Gabe. They don’t tolerate trashy stuff going on at the club, and at the top of that list is sleeping with customers.

      Not that I would sleep with the mystery man.

      No…definitely not.

      If he can do that with simply his eyes, I couldn’t imagine how he could break me down and tear me apart if he had his hands on me and his dick inside me.

      I’ve been broken down enough for a thousand lifetimes.

      The only reason I’m even functioning after what happened, after what I did, is because I found my place here, on the stage. It’s offered freedom from what my life had become. This is exactly what I deserve and where I belong.

      I was kidding myself to think I was cut out to be a doctor.

      Paging Dr. Eriksson to the pole.

      Looking at myself in the mirror, I know the me from two years ago wouldn’t even recognize the me today. Heavy, dark eye makeup and thick lipstick weigh on the face that was once clean and makeup free. I never spent any time on trying to impress anyone with my appearance before. It was never important. School, books, studying, repeat, that was my life. Well, that and mountains of stress, anxiety, and pressure.

      How thoroughly things have changed.

      Scarlett strolls into the room with a smirk on her lips and a flush on her cheeks and exposed cleavage.

      Her smile fades when her eyes meet mine in the mirror. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      I force a tight smile and lean forward to rummage in my makeup bag to avoid having to make direct eye contact with her while I lie through my teeth. Lying makes my stomach turn, and I’ve been doing it way too much for almost two years.

      “I’m fine, just tired. Wishing I was on my way home instead of just starting my shift.” That’s not a lie. This is the last place I want to be tonight, and not just because he was here.

      Sundays are always slow, and it makes the night drag.

      With a sigh, Scarlett drops into the chair next to me, and I relax, giving up the charade of my makeup search. “Well, I’m almost done. One more dance, and I’m out of here.”

      That grin returns.

      “What has you smiling like that? Big plans with Kade after work?” Although, I don’t know what she would be doing with a five-year-old at eight o’clock at night.

      She shakes her head. “Nah, I have much better plans than just hanging out with the kid tonight. His grandma has him until she heads into work tomorrow.”

      I see where she’s going with this. “Ah, so there’s a guy in these plans, then? One who is going to keep you occupied until the wee morning hours?”

      A laugh tumbles from her, and she leans forward to examine herself in the mirror. “I sure as shit hope so. I haven’t been fucked well in months.”

      Months? Try years.

      I keep my sad sexual history to myself and smile at her. “Sounds like you have some major making up to do.”

      She nods and opens the mascara tube in her hand, then leans forward and reapplies it. “I do. That whole thing with my ex last year really fucked with my social life. I couldn’t go anywhere without him following me and harassing anyone who dared try to show me any attention.”

      All the drama with her son’s father last year had affected everyone. He even came in and confronted her while she was on stage one night. Thank God, Gabe talked to him and made him understand the ramifications of his actions. Gabe is one man I never want to be on the wrong side of—I value my life too much to get in his cross-hairs.

      Scarlett deserves to have some fun and live a little. She hasn’t had it easy. Working here has definitely taught me to appreciate what I’ve had my whole life—caring parents, a loving, although sometimes annoying and overbearing, sister, a nice house, food on my plate, and an education. Most of the girls here never got any of that, or if they had, it never lasted long. It’s an all too common thread with these girls. So, if Scarlett has found someone who can make her smile like this, I’m happy for her.

      I pop up from my chair and head to my locker to grab the outfit for my next dance. “Well, I hope you have a great time tonight.” Scarlett is a good person, I genuinely do hope she can find happiness. She deserves it.

      “Oh, I will. This isn’t my first time with St—” She catches herself in the middle of saying something, and I look at her over my shoulder absently.

      “With who?”

      Her eyes don’t meet mine. “Uh, Steve, his name is Steve. Anyway, he’s really something else in the sack. Kinky as fuck and hot as hell.”

      “Kinky, huh?” I turn back to my locker and tug out my schoolgirl outfit. The plaid skirt and tiny white crop top always make me cringe. All I can see is Britney Spears with the pigtails. I refuse to go there, but I wear the ridiculous uniform because, for some sick reason, men dig it and my tips are huge. “Can’t say I have any experience with that, other than the weird stuff some of our customers are into.”

      Scarlett’s eyes gleam when I meet her gaze again. “Girl, you are missing out. You wouldn’t believe what this man can do with some handcuffs and a little rope.”

      Handcuffs? Rope?

      No thanks.

      Hot, sweaty sex is one thing. But being tied up is another. Scarlett can have Steve. I’ll take a hard pass.
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      STONE

      “Mr. Hawke, here’s your espresso.” I look up from my computer screen and smile at my secretary, Heidi, as she sets the small, porcelain cup down on my desk. It’s my seventh shot today, and my body is practically buzzing from all the caffeine.

      “Thank you, Heidi.”

      She pushes her brown, greying hair behind her ears and returns my smile. “No problem, sir. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      Fuck, she just doesn’t get it.

      “You can stop calling me sir.” Heidi has been working for me since I started at Leibmann, Marshall, and Spano right after graduation. Normally, having a woman call me sir goes straight to my dick.  But having a woman old enough to be my mother constantly calling me sir is a whole different ballgame. I only play ball in the bedroom, not in my office, and certainly not with my employees. “I’ve told you to call me Mr. Hawke or Stone.”

      Her lips press together, and her head tilts to the side, studying me for a moment. Eventually, she nods. “Right, Stone.” A tight laugh escapes her, and she brushes her hands down the front of her skirt. “Sorry, it’s just unusual around here.”

      No doubt.

      Heidi is old school, just like the firm. The partners here are past geriatric and closer to one foot in the grave, and they like things done the way they have been done since the practice opened in the 1950s.  It’s one of the many reasons I’ve never completely fit in here. Following orders or a delineated structure was never really my strong suit. If I’m not the one in charge, I tend to not play well with others.

      I think the only reason they keep me around is that I’m young and handsome and juries and judges love me. The fact that I’m also smarter than most, if not all, of the other twenty attorneys in the firm doesn’t hurt either.

      And that’s not just ego talking. Those are the cold, hard facts. I’m their go-to guy when they’re struggling with difficult legal arguments and maneuverings. I can see things in a way no one else can, and it usually allows me to save their asses when they’d otherwise be shit outta luck.

      They’ve let my slip-ups and missed deadlines fly because they need me. I stay because I like the money and what the money allows me to do. Like fly back and forth to New Orleans on a moment’s notice to put out fires for Dom.

      Not that I actually like doing that, but being back home has its benefits, and I owe Dom. Big. I’ll never forget what he did for me or what happened, even though I’ve tried for years. I owe him everything. He put me on the path that got me where I am today, so even if I may have a few reservations about his tactics, I keep them to myself.

      If the firm knew about my involvement with him, or what I’ve been doing in NOLA, they would can me in a heartbeat.

      But maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

      I’m still fucking exhausted from this weekend. When I landed back in San Diego late last night, all I wanted to do was drive home and crash—hard. But before I had even set foot in the door of my condo, my phone had rung, and I had to spend three hours talking Dom out of doing something really fucking stupid. Again. He’s a smart man, but lately, his decision making has been a bit…questionable.

      Now, I’m running on two hours of sleep and epic amounts of caffeine just trying to make it through the day so I can crawl into bed and get some much needed sleep.

      “It’s fine, Heidi. Thank you for the coffee. I don’t need anything else.”

      She moves to walk out the door but turns back to me when she reaches the jamb. “Oh, I almost forgot. You told me to remind you that the motion on the Ramirez case has to be filed first thing tomorrow morning.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Fucking Ramirez.

      I had intended to get the motion done before I left for NOLA, but a beautiful blonde had distracted me the night before I left. Then, instead of working on it on the plane, I had two stiff drinks and passed out. Every single minute of my time home was so jam-packed with either family obligations or Dom obligations, I didn’t even have time to think about it. And when things finally calmed down my last night there, I spent it ogling Nora and fucking Renee instead of working.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      This is a deadline I can’t miss. Or move.

      No amount of flirting with the clerk is going to get me an extension.

      It looks like another all-nighter.

      “Thanks for reminding me, Heidi. Are you taking off for the evening?”

      She nods. “Unless you need something?”

      I shoo her away with my hand. “Go. Have a good night.” There’s nothing she can do to help me anyway, other than maybe grab me some more coffee.

      “You too, sir.”

      I grit my teeth to keep from correcting her again. There’s only one woman I want calling me sir right now. And she’s back in New Orleans, wrapped around a pole. But I don’t have time to be distracted by fantasies about the angel of the Hawkeye Club. There’s too much work to be done to let my dick steal any blood from my brain right now.

      The door to my office shuts behind Heidi, and I drop my face into my hands.

      Christ, I really fucked this up.

      Instead of driving home and climbing into my crisp white sheets, I’m going to be stuck here all night staring at my white computer screen and wishing I hadn’t blown this off until the last minute.

      I’ll get it done. I always do. I work better under pressure, anyway. There were many nights during law school I stayed up straight through to finish an assignment last minute or to study for an exam I should have been preparing for all semester. And I still managed to finish top five in the class. There’s nothing like procrastination to bring out the best, at least in me.

      Still, I’m going to need more espresso, or maybe even something stronger.

      I open the Ramirez case file on my computer and hunker down to dive into my long night’s work. Two sentences barely hit the page before my cell rings.

      Shit.

      It’s Dom.

      Ignoring it isn’t an option.

      “Hello?”

      “Stone, I’m glad I was able to reach you.”

      Like I’m hard to get ahold of?

      I’m basically at his beck and call.

      I’ve barely been gone from town twenty-four hours, and we’ve already spoken once.

      What could he possibly need now?

      I down my espresso in one gulp and prepare myself for whatever crisis required this call.

      “What’s up, Dom?”

      He lets out a long sigh. “The shit is really starting to hit the fan here, Stone. What we discussed last night, well, things have gotten worse. I need you back here. Permanently.”

      I scrub my hand over my face. We’ve had this conversation before. Pretty much every time I go to NOLA, Dom tells me he needs me to stay. He’s not wrong. Things are getting messy for him. He needs someone to help him weed through all the bullshit and put out the fires. I just don’t know why it has to be me.

      “Dom, we’ve talked about this. I have a job and a life here.” The stable of women I have available to me in San Diego ensures I never go without, and there’s always a willing partner up for anything. If I’m in NOLA, in such close proximity to Nora, I’m going to end up spending every night at the club. And I’m not confident I’ll be able to stay away from her any more. That will lead nowhere good. It also means dealing with the rest of the Hawke clan on a daily basis. That’s more stress than I care to have to deal with.

      “You’re the only one I trust anymore, Stone. Please come home. I need you.”
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      NORA

      “We’re not having this conversation again.” I glare across the table at Dani, and she feigns innocence while moving a sleeping Kennedy from one shoulder to the other.

      Seriously, you would think she could take a hint and drop it, already.

      “What? All I said was you should consider going back to school.”

      I guess it was too much to hope that after almost two years, she would finally let it go and accept the fact that I’m not returning to the pre-med program.

      “And I’ve told you a hundred times, I’m happy working for Savage.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. He’s her husband, and I know she loves him, but I don’t think she’ll ever be one hundred percent on board with his business. At least, not as long as I am working there. It’s one thing if it’s strangers, but when it’s your sister, withholding judgment can be tough. Especially for someone like Dani who doesn’t withhold anything. I don’t think she was born with a filter.

      “She does have a point, Nora.”

      I turn to Caroline and narrow my eyes. “Oh yeah, what point is that?”

      She shrugs. “Well, you are young and beautiful now, but you won’t always be. What are you going to do when your metabolism drops along with your tits and ass?”

      Dani barks out a laugh, but I just scowl. “I’m twenty-one, almost twenty-two, I have time to figure it out.”

      Plenty of time.

      It's not that they don't have a point. I'm just sick of hearing people tell me I should be doing more with my life. There's nothing wrong with stripping, and it's not like anything seedy goes down at the club. Savage and Gabe are pretty clear on the fact that shit doesn’t fly. And from what I’ve heard about the manager over at TWO—the new club location they opened a while back—he’s just as strict. I don’t mind it. Having controlled and disciplined employees is necessary to achieve the type of success the Hawkeye brand has and respect the name carries.

      Caroline laughs and rolls her eyes at me. “You say that now, but don’t you ever want what Dani has?” She points to Dani and waits for my response.

      “I guess.”

      I honestly hadn’t really thought about it yet. Just trying to keep up with school took everything out of me. I didn’t have time to date or consider what my future would look like after I graduated. By the time I finished med school and residency, I would have been thirty and working so much, I wouldn’t have had time for a family anyway.

      “Even if you did keep your body in shape, you’re never gonna meet the man of your dreams at a goddamn strip club.” As soon as the words leave her mouth, her eyes dart over to Dani, who scowls at her.

      I lean back in my chair and cross my arms over my chest. “That's a little judgmental. You don't think decent guys ever go to the club just to blow off a little steam? What does that say about Savage and Gabe? They own the place.”

      Most of the patrons of the club aren’t totally bad guys, they just aren’t exactly white knight, happily-ever-after material either. Although the mystery man who sits in the dark corner booth always manages to get my heart racing and me imagining things I would normally never consider with a customer.

      Dani throws up her free hand to stop the conversation. “Look, I didn't want to get into all that, and I don't want to start an argument. Let's just forget it. I'm just happy to be here with my two favorite girls. I just could not handle being cooped up in the condo anymore. Savage is home so much more now, which is great, but now that Kennedy is here, I’m going stir crazy. I thought after she was born, maybe I would go back to work part-time, because I can do pretty much everything from home, but he doesn't want me to. He doesn't understand that I go crazy not having adult conversations all day. He’s the only one I have to talk to, unless I go across the hall to see Gabe and Skye, but they both work so much. We really need to start doing once a week lunches or something just so that I know I can look forward to a day out of the house.”

      I understand Dani’s plight. Not working and being at home all day is so out of the norm for her. When she quit the paper, it was to stay home with Kennedy, but she never intended for that to be permanent. Knowing Savage, I’m sure the reason he doesn’t want her returning even part-time is the potential need to put Kennedy in daycare or hire a babysitter. Savage doesn’t like anything he can’t control, and leaving his only daughter in someone else’s hands is definitely out of his comfort zone.

      I’m not sure how Dani can stand it, being married to such a control freak. Savage is a wonderful boss and a fantastic husband. I know he treats her like a queen and loves her to death, but there’s no way I would be able to handle that. I’m sure the only reason it works is because she stands up to him and calls him out on his bullcrap.

      Caroline picks up her glass of wine and drains half of it. “Girl, you know I'm down for that. I really miss having you at the office. Dealing with Doug's temper tantrums was always a lot easier when I had you to bitch to.”

      They devolve into a conversation about Dani’s former employer while I turn back to my lunch.

      The burger in front of me isn’t as delicious-looking as it had been when it first arrived. I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.

      It’s always the same conversation with Dani, and more recently, our mother. It was only a matter of time before she found out I dropped out of school and have been stripping. When I moved out of my campus apartment once the school realized I was no longer a student, I had my mail forwarded to her place while I had been searching for new digs and staying on a friend’s couch. Apparently, she thought it was perfectly acceptable to commit a federal offense by opening my mail, including the letter from Tulane confirming the cancellation of my scholarship.

      You’d be surprised how red a human face can get when someone’s really angry. I swear, she turned a shade so dark, it was almost purple as her rage overtook her.

      Her reaction was precisely why I hid it from her for so long. I knew she wouldn’t understand, just like Dani never will. She pretends to be okay with it, yet she continuously brings up me returning to school at every opportunity, even spurring our mother to continue to harass me about it as well.

      “How will you explain to people what you do?…What will you do when you can’t use your body anymore?…You won’t have any career or education to fall back on …What were you thinking?…How will you ever find a nice man to settle down with?”

      The questions are always the same, and I always give the same answer. I have time to figure it out. I’m in no rush to decide my entire life. Taking the reins isn’t exactly something I excel at, so I’m perfectly content to let others take the lead right now. I made the only decision I could at the time, and I’m confident it was the right one. I wasn’t cut out for med school. I couldn’t even handle pre-med. I wouldn’t have survived if I’d stayed there under the suffocating mountain of stress.

      I do want to get married and have babies eventually, and working the pole probably isn’t the best place to find my soulmate, but I'm not about to let them know that I agree on that. Right now, I just want to enjoy the freedom that dancing gives me—freedom from the stress of school, freedom from having to think about what I did and why I left, freedom to just be, well, free.

      Dani found her happily ever after, and I’m thrilled for her. But I never want anything to tie me down again—not school, not a job, not a person, not life.
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          SAVAGE AND DANI’S REHEARSAL DINNER LAST WINTER

        

      

    

    
      STONE

      I can’t take any more of this. Time to make my getaway. Maybe if I casually move away from Mom and this conversation, no one will notice.

      My back slams into something hard and something wet splashes down the skin exposed by the open back of my dress.

      “Oh crap!” I turn toward the poor soul I just slammed into. “I'm so sorry, sir. I didn't see you there.” I survey the damage to his shirt and let my gaze trail up.

      The blue eyes staring back at me can only belong to a Hawke.

      Even if those tell-tale blues weren’t there, it would still be obvious who this is. He's almost a carbon copy of Savage. The same broad shoulders and straining muscles are encased in a crisp, white dress shirt and sport coat, and the same devastating smile touches his lips.

      He glances down at the wet spot on the front of his shirt and his now half-empty glass of what I can only assume is whiskey given the amber color. A smile tugs at the corner of his lips.

      “No harm done.”

      Dangit, Nora. You’re such an idiot sometimes.

      I should've watched where I was going instead of just backing up, but I had to get away from the conversation with Mom.

      As if this whole rehearsal dinner isn't awkward and overwhelming enough, she had to bring up, yet again, in front of a large group of people that I’m pre-med at Tulane. I still haven’t mustered up the nerve to tell her I quit school and am stripping. I’m sure my reprieve is only brief. She’ll find out soon enough, and I would prefer it come from me, but in the meantime, having to listen to her gush and go on and on about how smart I am and how incredibly proud I make her is way too much to handle.

      Guilt churns in my stomach over lying to her, and now for smashing into Stone and ruining his shirt. I peek up at him from under my lashes and try my best to calm my racing heart.

      “You must be Nora.” His deep voice rumbles with the statement, sending a shiver down my spine.

      What the heck was that?

      I can’t even find my voice to respond. He watches me expectantly. I shift uncomfortably under his intense scrutiny.

      Speak, Nora.

      “Oh, yeah, and you’re Stone?”

      He flashes me a perfectly straight set of white teeth. “That's a pretty fair deduction.”

      I chuckle and glance down at the floor. Looking him in the eye after I just ruined his shirt and spilled his drink is way too overwhelming. I’m such a klutz sometimes. “Look, I'm really sorry about your drink and your shirt.”

      And acting like a total moron.

      His large palm lands on my shoulder, and he gives it a gentle squeeze. The heat from his hand sends a wave of electricity across my exposed skin. “Don't worry about it. It'll dry.”

      I’m rendered speechless, yet again. His hand moves over to my chin, and he tilts my head up until I’m forced to look him in the eye again. “Did you hear me, Nora?”

      Somehow, I manage to snap out of my Stone-induced haze. “Yes, I know, but I should have watched where I was going. I'm just…I'm sorry.”

      His hand falls away, and he chuckles. “You already apologized, Nora. Several times. It's fine.”

      I never expected Stone to be gracious. Given the few things my sister and Savage have told me about him, it always made him sound like he was kind of an arrogant jerk.

      “It's nice to finally meet you.” His eyes roll down my body, and a rush of heat floats across my skin. I get naked in front of hundreds of men a week for a living, but this one checking me out in the sun dress I'm wearing has me blushing like a school girl.

      Geez, Nora, get a grip.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

      Actually, a lot nicer than I had anticipated. And I certainly never thought I’d find him so attractive. But there’s just something about him…

      He tosses back the remainder of his drink. “Are you having a good time?”

      I shrug and glance at Mom over my shoulder. “I guess that depends on what you mean by good?”

      It would be a lot better if she kept her mouth shut, but I'm not about to tell Stone that. It would open the door to more talk about school. And that topic is firmly off-limits.

      He grins and follows my line of sight. “Yes, I met your mother. I understand exactly what you're saying. These things can be a little bit overwhelming, as can family in general.”

      I laugh and run a hand through my hair, pushing it back off my face. “That's an understatement. I thought my family was bad, but your family is very…what's the word?”

      He leans in and sets his lips next to my ear in a far too familiar manner. “Passionate?”

      When he pulls back, he offers me a conspiratorial wink that goes straight to a part of my body I haven’t felt much from in almost two years.

      Jesus…

      I clear my throat and look anywhere but at him. “That's one way of putting it. My sister fits right in, I guess.”

      Stone tosses his head back and laughs loudly, drawing the attention of the people milling about around us. “Yes, Dani can certainly hold her own. She's good for Savage. He needs somebody like that in his life.”

      I don’t disagree with him, but I’m a little surprised by his insight. From what Dani tells me, he doesn’t exactly spend a lot of time or share a lot of love with Savage. And it sounds like it goes beyond the typical brotherly angst.

      The strange dichotomy between what I’ve heard and how Stone’s acting right now makes me want to know more. Why does everyone think he’s such a d-bag?

      “So… Dani tells me you’re a lawyer?”

      His eyes narrow slightly, as if he’s searching for something in my question. “If I confirm that, will you hold it against me?”

      I smile at him and shake my head. “Not as long as you don't hold my profession against me.”

      I’m assuming he knows I dance. Mom seems to be the only one who I’ve managed to keep in the dark about it. Bless her heart, the woman is not very observant. I’m sure if she paid enough attention, she would have realized something major has changed in the last year.

      That wicked grin makes another appearance. “Fair enough.”

      “What kind of law do you do?”

      He shrugs as if his work isn’t important. “Mostly criminal defense, high-profile stuff, but I do some civil work too.”

      “Oh, high-profile, huh?” I'm not sure if it's meant to impress me or not. It's hard to gauge whether Stone is just being friendly and answering my questions or if he's trying to get in my pants. He could just be naturally charming and flirtatious. Or he could be the dog Dani warned me he is.

      “Yeah, most of it. The firm I work for has been around for quite a long time. It’s one of the largest criminal defense firms in the nation, but I also do a lot of pro bono work for clients who can't afford to hire lawyers.”

      Wow. I certainly wasn't expecting that. I didn’t think Stone was the pro bono type, more the I-only-do-something-that-benefits-myself type. At least, that’s the impression I got from what I’ve been told.

      Why in the world does everyone have an issue with this guy?

      I mean, I guess I can see how some people might think that he’s arrogant. In most cases, arrogance isn’t warranted. Like with all the guys I knew in school.

      But with Stone, just the way he carries himself and talks makes you believe every word out of his mouth is true and that any problems that arise, he can fix. I can't put my finger on the right word to describe his presence. It's like he fills up the entire space and swallows you into him. I can see how it makes him great at his job. Juries must love him.

      But there’s a difference between being arrogant and sucking your own dick. Stone might be confident, but in his case, I don’t think it’s unwarranted or to stroke his own ego. He’s just a man who gets what he wants and always succeeds. I can see that after three minutes talking to him.

      Yet he has a heart under all that bravado.

      Imagine that.
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      NORA

      She can't hide her surprise when I tell her about my pro bono work nor has she been able to cover up the way she's been reacting to my flirting with her the last few minutes. The flush over her alabaster skin, and the way she’s chewing on her bottom lip, makes my dress pants suddenly feel a little confining.

      Jesus.

      Who would have thought I’d find something so interesting and unexpected tonight? Weddings and everything about them are a pain in the ass. Courthouse, justice of the peace, I do…that’s the way I’ll do it if I ever fall down that rabbit hole. This whole horse and pony show is a bit over the top, if you ask me.

      I was just about to write off this dinner and slip out to find something more entertaining when Nora backed into me and surprised the fuck out of me. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined my first time meeting Nora would be like this. From the little I know about her, I guess I always envisioned her as a younger version of Dani. And while they certainly look alike—the same blonde hair and intriguing blue eyes, same long legs and pale skin—Nora seems to be absolutely nothing like the older Eriksson.

      How can she be so incredibly different from her sister?

      Nora is a born submissive. That much was clear almost immediately—from her calling me sir, apologizing repeatedly, avoiding eye-contact, and fidgeting under my assessment.  She senses what I am and is responding naturally. It's also just as clear she has no idea what she is.

      Everything about her screams innocent. There’s no way she’s ever been with a Dom or even explored her submissive tendencies. I have a hard time even believing she actually works for Savage and Gabe at the club.

      Dani seems the more likely candidate to work the pole than Nora, but Dani is about as far from submissive as anyone I've ever met in my life. I don't know how Savage does it considering he’s almost as much of a control freak as me. But what I said to Nora is true, Dani is good for him. I’ve never seen him this happy, and I truly am thrilled for them. What they have would never work for me, though. Dani is demanding and pushy, and that works for them, but it’s far from what I’m looking for.

      But Nora…she’s…perfect.

      Well, she would be, if not for the fact that she’s off-limits. Dani already told me, in no uncertain terms, that I need to keep my eyes and hands off her before I even met her. And now I see why. She’s magnificent. I can’t even imagine what she looks like on stage.

      My cock swells with that visual, and I have to shift my stance to avoid having a massive boner pointed right at Nora. That’s very ungentlemanly. Not to mention, her mother is standing right there, too.

      Down boy.

      Even if she weren’t in the no-fly zone, it would never work anyway, at least, not any longer than a night or two. Not only do we live on opposite sides of the country, but the flack we would get from both our families wouldn’t be worth the trouble. Plus, I don’t have time for anything. Between work at the firm and Dom suddenly needing me for every little thing now that I’m done with school, it’s been a never-ending cycle of phone calls, court appearances, briefs, little sleep, and lots of late nights the last six months or so.

      The only thing keeping me going sometimes, is the fact that I can unwind and de-stress at one of the clubs with any number of willing and beautiful women. Or lately, maybe go to a party and do a little of the white stuff. I never thought I’d be that guy who did coke. It was for supermodels and drug addicts who can’t handle their shit. But it’s pretty common in legal circles these days. It seems like at least half the lawyers I know use it, at least recreationally, though some have a major issue. Every once in a while, the high it provides is the only thing that can clear my mind and set me free from the bullshit cluttered there.

      I’d love to lose myself in Nora tonight, but that’s not wise, so maybe the little vial in my pocket is the way to go. I palm it with my free hand and work it between my fingers. It’s been a couple weeks. I deserve the release.

      But Christ, I wish it could be with her instead of a drug.

      A loud round of laughter explodes from a group to our left that includes a slew of Hawke cousins, and Nora tosses them a slightly dirty look over her shoulder. “How do you handle this all the time?”

      She doesn’t need to explain her meaning. I laugh and twist my empty glass in my hand. “Well, first, I tune out about ninety percent of what gets said by anyone with the last name Hawke…” The corner of her mouth ticks up into a tiny grin. “Second, I drink…” I hold up my empty glass, and she opens her mouth, no doubt to offer another apology, but I stop her with a raised hand. “And third, I like to find other ways to enjoy the situation and make use of my time.” Like finding a dark closet somewhere to engage in some cardio.

      I’m not totally sure she catches my meaning immediately. Just another thing that convinces me she’s more innocent than many may believe given her job. But after a few seconds, that sexy blush spreads over her cheeks again, and she returns to finding something very interesting about her shoes.

      She ponders them for a second before looking back up at me with a grin.

      It’s a terrible idea. I know it before the words are even out of my mouth. But I can’t stop myself. This may be my only opportunity with Nora and the only way to redeem this day and maybe make the rest of the party more bearable.

      “Perhaps you'd like to join me?”

      The warmth in her eyes disappears, and the look she gives flashes from interest to confusion to something almost resembling anger in a split-second.

      Shit.

      “I think I’ll pass. It was nice to meet you, Stone. This has certainly been enlightening.”

      She turns on her heels and stalks from the room toward the hall. I can practically feel her fuming even as she retreats.

      Note to self: you were right. Stay away from Nora Eriksson.
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      NORA

      Stone Hawke is an ass. There’s nothing else I can say about him without digging out a bunch of four letter words I, unlike my curse-like-a-sailor sister, refuse to use.

      I’ve never met someone so self-centered in my life, and that’s really saying something considering I spent time in the pre-med program. Even future doctors have egos too big for their own heads.

      Like Stone.

      He’s been sitting across from me at the Hawke Sunday family dinner for the last several minutes, practically undressing me with his eyes and acting like a king on his throne while the family fawns over him.

      At least, some of the family. Savage and Dani toss each other occasional looks that give me the distinct impression they aren’t very happy with Stone about something. And every once in a while, Skye will reach over and grip Gabe’s shoulder as if to warn and stop him from commenting.

      Storm, Ben, and Mrs. Hawke seem completely oblivious, though. She’s been prattling on about how happy she is Stone was able to come for a visit so soon. Apparently, he was here about three weeks ago, and no one had expected him back so soon. He’s barely been able to get a word in over his mother’s gushing.

      “I’m just so glad you’re here. I feel like I barely saw you last time.”

      Stone smiles at her and reclines back in his chair. “You were more focused on the baby, Mom, and that’s totally understandable. She’s your grandchild.”

      Mrs. Hawke smiles and nods. “Yes, but you are my baby.”

      Everyone chuckles. Such a mom thing to say, for sure. Mom says the same thing about me when she manages to get me in the same room. I admit, I’ve been avoiding her. I just can’t handle the inquisition anymore. She just doesn’t understand that I’m an adult now and perfectly capable of making my own decisions, ones she may never agree with.

      “Mom, I’m twenty-six years old.” Stone’s comment holds no bitterness, just a hint of amusement.

      “Doesn’t matter. You will always be my baby. Now, everyone, dig in!” She pushes back from the table, which is piled high with a dozen delicious-looking items. “Does anyone need a refill on their drinks?”

      Stone reaches forward with his right hand and grabs the empty wine glass by his plate. “I’ll take another glass, Mom.”

      She smiles sweetly as she makes her way around the table to him and drops a kiss on his forehead before removing the glass from his hand.

      When she retreats, his attention returns to the table. Or more specifically, to me.

      Ass.

      I hate the way he looks at me like he owns me. As if that would ever happen. Of course, he’s beautiful. I would be lying if I said he wasn’t one of the most physically attractive men I’ve ever met, but the ego that radiates from him is something I could never look past. I can’t believe I didn’t see it immediately when we met the first time.

      His blue eyes don’t leave mine until his mother returns with his drink. “Here you go, sweetheart.”

      “Thank you, Mom.” He tips the glass to his lips, opening them to let the wine slip between them. His eyes slide closed momentarily, and a sexy groan of appreciation sounds from deep in his throat. That shouldn’t be so hot, but I find myself having to look away. “This is delicious.”

      Despite my best efforts, I can’t keep my gaze diverted long. It’s like my eyes are drawn to him.

      He opens his eyes, and they meet mine again. The twinkle there heats my skin, and I’m pretty sure I’m blushing. “A flavor this incredible should be enjoyed all night long.” His clear innuendo thrown my way seems to blow past everyone else as they dig in to the meal Mrs. Hawke prepared.

      I shouldn’t have come here tonight. I’ve managed to avoid all the other invites to the Hawke family gatherings, feigning work or family time with Mom. But, Dani requested my presence, saying she needed another “buffer” at the table since Stone was going to be there.

      She didn’t elaborate. But she didn’t have to. Stone and Savage have always had a tense relationship, according to her. I know it has something to do with Dom Abello, but Dani has never really gone into details.

      There’s no reason to. Stone has never really been on my radar. I’ve only met him twice—once at the rehearsal dinner and then again at the wedding. And yes, at first, I thought he was charming and gracious, and I couldn’t understand why Dani had issued me a warning about him. But it wasn’t long before his clear sexual interest in me led to some not so subtle innuendos that showed me his true colors. And then I saw him sneak away with a girl during the wedding reception and return looking rumpled and with a satisfied grin on his face.

      Jerk.

      Stone Hawke is the kind of man women either avoided or flocked to, depending on whether they wanted a white picket fence or just a good lay. There was no way he would provide the former, but I had no doubts the latter was well within his wheel-house. He oozes sex and dirty, nasty things. His eyes promise debauchery and depravity, and his lips speak of scandal.

      Staying far away from Stone has been my plan since the moment I saw his true colors. He’s bad news, and I put anything bad behind me. But that doesn’t mean the sexual pull he emits isn’t trying to suck me into his orbit.

      Dani leans over to me. “Why is Stone looking at you like he wants to eat you instead of this meal?”

      I jerk and turn my head toward her to meet her eyes. “I have no clue.”

      “You two never…” She wiggles her eyebrows suggestively, and I smack her shoulder.

      “No!” The word comes out louder than I had intended, and every single pair of eyes at the table land on me.

      Heat spreads up my neck and across my face with my blush. “Sorry.”

      Stone chuckles and smirks at me as if he somehow knows he’s the cause of my fluster.

      “Well, on that note.” He pushes his chair back and stands—his black dress pants and white button-down shirt straining to contain the obvious muscles in his legs, arms, and chest—and holds up his wine glass. “I have an announcement to make.”

      Everyone turns to watch him—some of the gazes holding interest, others harboring unease—and he grins. “I’m not just back for another visit. As of today, I am officially back, permanently.”

      “What?” Mrs. Hawke leaps from her chair while jaws drop on everyone else in the room. “Are you joking? What about your job?”

      He shrugs. “I quit.”

      Savage scoffs. “Did you quit, or did they just finally fire you?”

      “Savage!” His mother’s censure has him biting back whatever he was about to say next as he raises his hands in surrender.

      “No, Savage.” Stone takes a sip of his wine and places his free hand on the back of his chair. “I did not get fired. I quit because I wanted to come home. Everything that happened with Gabe, and now having Kennedy here, I just felt it was time.”

      My eyes flit over to Gabe. It wasn’t that long ago he was in the hospital and in really bad shape. He almost died, and that, combined with his relationship with Skye, created more tension than I care to remember. Savage wasn’t even talking to him for weeks. Talk about awkward. But things have finally seemed to have settled between them, which makes being at work with those two a whole lot easier.

      Mrs. Hawke makes her way around the table until she’s standing beside Stone. “What are you going to do? You don’t have a job here, you aren’t even licensed in Louisiana.”

      He wraps his arm around her and kisses the top of her head. “Don’t worry, Mom. I took the bar in February.”

      She jerks away from him. “What? I don’t even remember you being here in February.”

      “I know, I didn’t tell anyone, other than Dom, that I was doing it. I’m going to set up my own firm. Dom is already sending some business my way.”

      A growl sounds from my left. I look over at Savage, and his fists clench on top of the table. “You’re going to work for Dom?”

      Stone’s eyes harden, and his lips press into a firm line. “Look, I know you’ve always thought you were too good for Dom, even after he helped you after college, but I don’t want to hear a word from you about this.”

      Yikes.

      The tension in the room as the brothers stare each other down is so thick, you could cut it with a knife. Storm breaks it by rising and raising her glass in the air. “Well, I think this news calls for a toast. To having baby brother back in the fold.”

      Mrs. Hawke returns to her seat and grabs her glass. Everyone has a smile on their face, although at least half of them are clearly fake.

      What the deuce is up with this family?

      I’m so glad I don’t have to deal with them on a regular basis, outside of work. My own family is enough to handle; I don’t need their family drama piled on.

      I raise my glass, intending to down the rest of my wine, but then everyone begins leaning forward to clink their glasses against one another. Following suit, I stand and lean forward to meet all the glasses.

      When Stone gets to me, a devilish smirk crosses his perfect lips as he reaches across the table with his glass and tinks it against mine.

      The sleeve of his shirt rides up with his movement, and my breath stalls in my chest.

      A gleaming and very familiar watch sits on his wrist.

      Holy mother of God.

      It’s him.
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      STONE

      Nora freezes, her eyes locked on our touching glasses.

      I’m about to ask her if she’s okay when the glass in her hand falls from her fingers onto the table. Red wine splatters across the white linen table runner and runs across the tabletop.

      Someone gasps and says her name.

      “Oh, crap!” She seems to snap out of whatever the momentary lapse was as everyone scrambles to throw napkins on the spreading liquid.

      Everyone but me.

      What the fuck was that about?

      And did she just say crap? Who the fuck says crap?

      I watch her as she fumbles with the glass, trying to right it and mop up the wine.

      “I’m so sorry.” Her voice wavers slightly, and her hand shakes as she presses her napkin over the wine closest to her. A dark flush spreads up her neck and over her pale cheeks.

      Christ, I fucking love skin like hers and the way a flush or mark stands out in such sharp contrast.

      I will my dick to remain at heel so I don’t embarrass myself in front of the entire Hawke clan.

      Nervous eyes flit over just about everyone—except me. She makes a concerted effort not to glance my way. It simultaneously makes the corner of my mouth quirk up, knowing I am somehow affecting her, and makes my stomach churn with unease wondering what set her off. The last thing I want to do is scare her, especially now that I’m back home.

      It wasn’t an easy decision. But the workload at the firm, coupled with what Dom was asking of me, meant something had to give. Coming back to NOLA took a lot of convincing, but I think it’s ultimately for the best. I’ll have to work directly for Dom, and he’s referring me a lot of clients, plus I want to take on a few pro bono cases. I have so many more options here.

      I’ll also have Nora within reach. A moral conundrum if there ever was one. Seeing her, just being around her, seems to ease the ache in my chest, but I can never have her, which only creates more frustration.

      Being home will mean balancing a tight-rope between my attraction to her and my desire to do the right thing and keep her away from me.
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