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            Chapter 1

         
         “Is it true? What they say about the women who come here?” Fingernails dipped in shiny red polish trailed along Lucian de
            Vincent’s stomach, dragging the front of his shirt free. “That they . . . go insane?”
         

         
         Lucian arched a brow.

         
         “Because I feel a little insane. I feel a little out of control. I’ve wanted you for so long.” Lips the same color of those
            nails stirred the shorter hair around his ear. “But you never looked my way. Not until tonight.”
         

         
         “Now that’s not true,” he drawled, reaching for the bottle of Old Rip. He’d looked at her more than once. Probably checked
            her out quite a bit. With all that blond hair and that body in that low-cut dress, he most definitely had, along with half
            the patrons of the Red Stallion. Hell, probably around ninety percent of them, male and female, had looked her way more than
            once, and she was very aware of that fact.
         

         
         “But you were always so focused elsewhere,” she continued, and he could hear the pout forming on those pretty red lips.

         
         He poured himself a drink of the twenty-year-old bourbon, trying to figure out exactly who else he could’ve been paying attention
            to. The options were limitless, but he was never focused on anyone in particular. Truth was, he wasn’t even fully paying attention
            to the woman behind him, not even as she pressed what felt like wonderful breasts against his back and slipped her hand under
            his shirt. She made this sound, a throaty moan that did absolutely nothing for him as her hand flattened against the taut
            muscles of his lower stomach.
         

         
         There used to be a time when it took nothing but a knowing smile and a sultry voice to get him so hard he could drill his
            dick into a wall. And it used to take even less for him to fuck and lose himself for a little while.
         

         
         Now?

         
         Not so much.

         
         Her sharp little teeth caught the lobe of his ear as she slipped that hand down, her nimble fingers zeroing in on his belt.
            “But you know what, Lucian?”
         

         
         “What?” He lifted the short and heavy rocks glass to his lips, tossing back the smoky liquid without so much as a flinch.
            Bourbon slid down his throat and warmed his stomach as he eyed the painting above the bar. This painting wasn’t the best out
            there, but there was something about the flames that he liked. Reminded him of the burning glide into madness.
         

         
         She pulled his belt free. “I’m going to make sure you never think of anyone else again.”

         
         “Is that so . . . ?” He trailed off, brows lowering as he searched his memories.

         
         Shit.

         
         He’d forgotten her name.

         
         Holy hell, what in the world was this woman’s name? The violet-red flames of the painting didn’t give him the answer. He dragged
            in a deep breath and nearly choked on her cloying perfume. It was like a bushel of strawberries threw up in his mouth.
         

         
         The button on his pants popped free and then the tinny sound of a zipper filled the spacious room. No more than a second later,
            her hand was under the band of the boxer briefs, and right to where his cock rested.
         

         
         Her hand froze for the briefest moment. She seemed to stop breathing. “Lucian?” she cooed, circling her warm fingers around
            the half-erect length.
         

         
         The obvious lack of interest from his body had his lip curling up in disgust. What the fuck was wrong with him? He had a beautiful
            woman touching his dick and he was about as aroused as a schoolboy in a room full of nuns.
         

         
         He was . . . hell, he was just bored. Bored with her, with himself—with all of this. This woman was usually his style. Spend
            a little time with her and then never see her again. He wasn’t with a woman more than once, because when you were, you started
            a habit, and that habit would become very hard to break. Someone caught feelings, and that someone wasn’t him, never him.
            But he felt . . . done with this.
         

         
         The feeling of just being over it, over everything, was a malaise haunting him the last couple of months, stifling nearly
            every aspect of his damn life. Restlessness had dug itself under his skin and was spreading throughout his veins like the
            damn ivy that had taken over the exterior walls of the entire house.
         

         
         He’d been feeling this long before everything turned upside down.

         
         She trailed her other hand up under his shirt as she tightened her grip. “You’re going to make me work for this cock, aren’t
            you?”
         

         
         He almost laughed.

         
         Hell.

         
         Considering where his thoughts were, she was going to have to work real hard. Lowering the glass to the bar, he let his head
            fall back and his eyes close, forcing his mind to clear. She was blissfully quiet as she worked him with her hand.
         

         
         Now more than ever he needed this—a mindless release, and she—Clare? Clara? Something that started with a C, that much he
            was sure. Anyway, she knew what she was doing. He was hardening with every passing second, but his head . . . yeah, his head
            wasn’t in this.
         

         
         Since when did his head need to be in this?

         
         He widened his stance, giving her a little more room as he reached blindly for the several-thousand-dollar bottle of bourbon.
            Tonight was about losing himself, about feeling like he was actually alive. Just like every other night had been, but especially
            now, because he had things he had to take care of tomorrow.
         

         
         But he didn’t need to think about that right now. He didn’t need to feel anything other than her hand, then her mouth, and
            maybe the way—
         

         
         The soft, barely audible sounds of footsteps on the floor above forced his eyes open. He tilted his head to the side, thinking
            he was hearing things, but there it was again. Definitely footsteps.
         

         
         What the hell? Reaching down, he caught her slender wrist, stopping her. She wasn’t happy with that. Her grip moved, stroking
            him harder and rougher. He put just enough pressure on her hand to still her.
         

         
         “Lucian?” Confusion filled her tone.

         
         He didn’t answer as he strained to hear anything. There was no way he’d heard what he had. Because there was no way anyone
            in the rooms upstairs could be moving around and no one else would be in those rooms.
         

         
         There was no staff here during the night. They all refused to be in the de Vincent mansion once the moon was high in the sky.

         
         Silence greeted him, so there was a good chance he was hearing things and had the damn bourbon to thank for that.

         
         Jesus, maybe he was the one losing his mind.

         
         Pulling her hand out of his pants, he turned around and faced the woman. She really was beautiful, he thought as he studied
            her upturned face, but he discovered a long time ago that beauty was a fickle gift given without thought. In most cases, it
            truly was only skin deep, and half the time it wasn’t even real. It was doctored and altered by skilled fingers.
         

         
         Curving his hand around the nape of her neck, he wondered how deep her beauty ran and exactly where it turned ugly. He pressed
            his thumb against her pulse, interested when the beat sped up.
         

         
         Her lips parted as heavy lashes lowered, shielding eyes the color of the native irises that had just bloomed all over Louisiana.
            He bet she had a crown or two stashed at home, alongside sashes declaring her one of the many pretty faces the South had to
            offer.
         

         
         Lucian started to lower his head when his cell rang from the top of the bar. He immediately let go and turned as she let out
            a murmur of disappointment. Striding over to his phone, surprise flickered through him when he saw his brother’s name on the
            screen. It was late, and besides, the prodigal son surely was already in bed, somewhere in this very house, at this time of
            night. Dev wouldn’t even be with his fiancée, fucking the night away like Lucian imagined happy, normal couples did.
         

         
         Then again, he had a hard time picturing the pristine Sabrina fucking anything.

         
         There were things said about the males and the females in the de Vincent family. One seemed grossly false. Their great-great-grandmother
            once claimed that when the de Vincent men fell in love, they did so fast and hard, without reason or hesitation.
         

         
         And that was absolute bullshit.

         
         The only one out of all them that had ever fallen in love was their brother Gabe and look how that turned out? A damn mess.

         
         “What?” Lucian answered the phone as he reached for the bottle again.

         
         “You need to come down to father’s study now,” Dev ordered.

         
         His brows rose as his brother hung up the phone. That was an interesting request. Slipping his phone into the pocket, he zipped
            up his pants and pulled his belt off, tossing it on the nearby couch. “Stay here,” he said, slipping his phone in his pocket.
         

         
         “What? You’re leaving me?” she demanded, sounding as if no man had ever walked away from her once she had her hand on his
            dick.
         

         
         Tossing a grin in her direction, he opened up the door that led to the second-floor porch. “Yes, and you’ll be waiting for
            me when I get back.”
         

         
         Her mouth dropped open, but as he stepped out into the cool air, he knew she could get as pissed as she wanted, but she would
            still be there, waiting for him.
         

         
         Cutting across the porch, he hit the enclosed staircase and strode into the back room of the main floor the steps emptied
            into. The mausoleum of a house was dimly lit and quiet, as his bare feet padded across the tile floors that graduated into
            hardwood.
         

         
         It took a couple of minutes to reach the study as it was all the way in the right wing, squirreled away from prying eyes of
            those who visited the de Vincent home. It even had its own entrance and drive.
         

         
         Lawrence, his father, took ensuring privacy to a whole new level.

         
         His steps slowed as he approached the closed doors. Having no idea what was waiting for him in the study, but knowing his
            brother wouldn’t call him at this time of the night for nothing, he prepared himself for anything.
         

         
         The heavy oak doors swung open noiselessly, and Lucian came to a complete stop as he stepped into the brightly lit room. “What
            the fuck?”
         

         
         Two legs swayed slightly, the Brooks Brothers alligator loafers several feet from the floor. There was a small puddle. The
            putrid stench in the room told him what it was.
         

         
         “This is why I called you,” Dev stated from somewhere in the room, tone bland.

         
         Lucian dragged his gaze over the dark trousers that were damp all along the inner thighs. Up over the askew robin-egg blue
            dress shirt, half tucked in and half yanked out. Hands and arms were lax at the sides and shoulders slumped. The neck rested
            at an unnatural angle.
         

         
         Probably had something to do with the belt around the neck.

         
         The belt that was wrapped around the ceiling fan that was imported from India and installed a little over a month ago. Each
            time the body swayed, the ceiling fixture ticked like a grandfather’s clock.
         

         
         “Jesus Christ,” Lucian grunted, hands dropping to his sides as his gaze rapidly flickered around the room. The pool of piss
            was spreading toward the beige-and-gold antique Persian rug.
         

         
         If his mother were alive, she’d be clutching her glossy pearls in horror.

         
         A wry grin twisted up the corner of his lips at the thought. God, he missed his mother every damn day since she’d left him—left
            them all—that stormy, suffocating humid night. Mom had liked things to be beautiful, ageless, and unmarred. It was fitting
            in a sad sort of way that she’d left this earth that way.
         

         
         Troubled more by those thoughts than the death that clung to the room, he prowled to the right, dropping into the leather
            chair. The same one he’d spent many hours perched rigidly in as a child, quietly listening to one of the many, many examples
            of why he was such a crowning disappointment. Now he was more sprawled in it than sitting, thighs spread. He didn’t need a
            mirror to know his hair, blond while his brothers’ was dark, looked like a dozen hands had run through it. He didn’t need
            to breathe too deeply to catch the damn fruity scent of perfume that clung to his clothes.
         

         
         If Lawrence saw him like this, his lip would be curled in a way that would suggest he’d scented something deeply unpleasing.
            However, Lawrence would never look upon him in such a way again, considering he was now hanging from the ceiling fan like
            meat on a butcher hook.
         

         
         “Did anyone call the police?” Lucian asked, tapping long fingers on the arm of the chair.

         
         “I sure hope so,” drawled Gabriel. He leaned against the well-polished, cherry oak credenza. Crystal glasses clinked together.
            The decanters of brandy and fine whiskey barely moved.
         

         
         Gabe, considered to be the more normal brother of the de Vincent horde, appeared still half asleep. Dressed only in a pair of sweats, he rubbed idly at his jaw
            as he eyed the swaying legs. His face was drawn and pale.
         

         
         Then again, those who held that opinion also didn’t know the real Gabriel.

         
         “I called Troy,” Dev answered grimly from where he stood on the other side of the study. He appeared like the oldest son—the
            son who was now apparently in charge of the entire de Vincent dynasty—should always appear. Dark hair combed neatly, jaw clear
            of stubble, and not a damn wrinkle on the linen pants he slept in. Probably fucking stopped to iron them.
         

         
         “I told him what happened,” Dev continued. “He’s on his way.”

         
         Lucian glanced over at Dev. “You found him?”

         
         “I couldn’t sleep. Got up and came down here. Saw that the light was on and this was how I found him.” Dev folded his arms
            across his chest. “When did you get home, Lucian?”
         

         
         “What does that have to do with anything?” he asked.

         
         “Just answer the question.”

         
         A slow grin of understanding tugged at his mouth. “You think I had something to do with the current state of dear, old Dad?”

         
         Devlin said nothing. He waited. Typical Dev, though. Quiet and as cold as a freshly dug grave. He was nothing like Lucian.
            Nothing. It was Gabe who watched Lucian like he guessed the truth, like he knew better.
         

         
         Lucian rolled his eyes. “I have no idea if he was even awake and down here when I got in. I used my own entrance and was otherwise
            happily engaged in other activities until you called.”
         

         
         “I’m not accusing you of anything,” Dev responded in the same tone he’d used a hundred times throughout their childhood.

         
         “Sure as hell doesn’t sound like that.” How screwed up was that? Their father was hanging from the ceiling fan by his own
            six-hundred-dollar leather belt, and Dev was asking Lucian about his whereabouts? His fingers stilled on the arm of the chair.
            It was then he noticed the red smudge along his pointer. He curled his fingers inward. “So, where were you two?”
         

         
         Dev raised his brows.

         
         Gabe looked away.

         
         Shaking his head, Lucian chuckled under his breath. “Look, I’m not a forensic expert, but it looks like he hung himself.”

         
         “It’s an unintended death,” Gabe stated, and Lucian wondered what crime show he learned that phrase from. “They’re still going
            to look into it. Especially since there appears to be no . . . no letter left behind.” He gestured to the desk’s clutter-free
            surface with his chin. “Neither of us have really searched for one, though. Shit. I can’t believe this. . . .”
         

         
         Lucian’s gaze flickered over to his father’s body. Neither could he. “You called Troy?” He focused on Dev. “He’s probably
            going to throw a damn party. Hell, we should be celebrating.”
         

         
         “Do you have any decency?” Dev gritted out.

         
         “Are you seriously asking me that question in reference to our father?”
         

         
         Dev’s jaw tightened in the barest flicker of emotion. “Do you have any idea what people are going to say about this?”

         
         “Does the expression on my face give any indication that I care what others think?” Lucian queried softly. “Or at any point
            in my life that I cared?”
         

         
         “You might not care, but the last thing our family needs is to be dragged through the mud yet again.”

         
         There were a lot of things their family didn’t need, but one more dark smear upon the family’s less than pristine reputation
            was the least of things to worry about.
         

         
         “Perhaps our father should’ve thought about that before . . .” He trailed off, jerking his chin to where he hung.

         
         Dev’s lips thinned, and Lucian knew it took every ounce of his brother’s self-control not to respond. After all, Dev had years
            of practicing restraint when it came to Lucian baiting him.
         

         
         Dev said nothing, simply stepped around their father’s legs and stalked out the study, quietly closing the doors behind him.
         

         
         “Did I say something?” Luc mused, arching a brow.

         
         Gabe leveled a bland look at him. “Why do you do that?”

         
         He lifted a shoulder in a careless shrug. “Why not?”

         
         “You know how he gets.”

         
         The thing was Luc did know how Dev got, but did Gabe? He didn’t think so. Probably because Gabe didn’t want to see how Dev really got when that
            well-practiced control cracked just an inch.
         

         
         Gabe stared at those damn legs again, his tone grim when he asked, “Do you really think our father would’ve done this?”

         
         “Looks like it to me,” Lucian replied as he focused on the ghastly white hands frozen in time.

         
         “There is very little he could do that would actually surprise me, but hanging himself?” Gabe lifted a hand, dragging his
            fingers through his hair. “That’s not his . . . style.”
         

         
         Luc had to agree. It would be very unlike Lawrence to do them a solid and leave them all in peace. “Maybe it’s the curse.”

         
         “Are you serious?” Gabe cursed under his breath. “You’re starting to sound like Livie.”

         
         The grin returned as Lucian thought of their housekeeper. Mrs. Olivia Besson was like a second mother to them, as much a part
            of this house as the very walls and roofs, but the damn woman was as superstitious as sailors on a stormy night. The grin
            vanished like a dream.
         

         
         A heavy silence fell between them as they both found themselves staring at their father. It was Gabe who broke it, and he
            spoke quietly, almost as if he worried he’d be overheard. “I woke up before Dev called me. I thought I heard someone on the
            top level.”
         

         
         The damn air halted in Lucian’s throat.

         
         “I went up there, but . . .” His brother’s chest rose with a heavy breath. “You know what you planned to do tomorrow? You’re
            not going to be able to now.”
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Why not?” he repeated with a shocked laughed. “You can’t leave the state the very next day after our father died.”

         
         Lucian didn’t see a problem with it at all.

         
         “Dev would go ape shit.”

         
         “Dev doesn’t even know what I’m doing,” he replied. “He probably won’t even know I’m gone. I’ll be back the following morning.”

         
         “Lucian—”

         
         “It’s important that I do this. You know that. I don’t trust . . . I don’t trust that Dev would’ve picked the right person.
            There is no way I’m just going to step aside and let him handle this.” His tone brooked no room for argument. “Dev can believe
            all he wants that he’s the one handling this. I don’t care, but I will have a say.”
         

         
         Gabe sighed wearily. A moment passed. “You better make sure your guest fully understands how important it is that she does not breathe a word of what has happened here.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Lucian murmured, rising lazily from the chair. He wasn’t at all surprised by the fact his brother knew he’d brought
            someone home.
         

         
         This house had ears and eyes.

         
         Gabe started toward the door. “I’ll find Dev.”

         
         Lucian watched his brother leave and then turned back to the body of his father, searching for something, anything inside
            him. The shock he’d felt upon entering the room had faded before it fully formed. That was the man who raised him, hanging
            from the ceiling fan, and he couldn’t even find a kernel of sorrow within him. Twenty-eight years of living under this man’s
            thumb and there was nothing. Not even relief. Just an abyss of nothing.
         

         
         He looked up at the ceiling fan again.

         
         Did Lawrence de Vincent hang himself? The patriarch of the family would’ve outlived all of them out of pure spite.

         
         But if it hadn’t been him, then that meant someone did it and made it look like a suicide. Wasn’t impossible. Crazier shit
            had happened. He thought of the footsteps he’d heard. It couldn’t be. . . .
         

         
         Briefly closing his eyes, he cursed under his breath. This was going to be a long night and not in a fun way. Tomorrow was going to be even longer. As he left the room, he stooped down and lifted the edge of the rug,
            rolling the heavy material back from the reach of the fluid spreading across the floor.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Lucian hauled ass up the shadowy stairs, taking them two and three at a time. His living quarters weren’t his first stop.
            He climbed the third flight and entered the enclosed hallway through the breezeway. Wall sconces lit the way, casting just
            enough light to see a few feet in front of him.
         

         
         Passing several closed doors to rooms that hadn’t been opened in years, rooms the staff refused to enter for various screwed-up
            reasons, he stopped at the end of the hall. Muscles all along his spine tensed as he stared at the off-white door.
         

         
         The handle was cold against his palm as he turned it. The door glided open, moving soundlessly along the plush carpet. The
            scent of roses surrounded him. A light was on in the room. One of those small bedside lamps with a pale colored shade. The
            figure lying in the large bed with the handcrafted bedposts appeared so incredibly diminutive and frail. Nothing like she’d
            been before.
         

         
         “Maddie?” he called out, his voice sounding abrasive to his own ears.

         
         There was no movement from the bed. No sound. Nothing that gave him any indication that she was awake or even aware of him.
            His chest tightened with the kind of pressure that no amount of drinking or screwing around could lessen.
         

         
         There was no way those footsteps could’ve belonged to her.

         
         He stared at the bed, at her, for a moment and then stepped back, closing the door behind him. Scrubbing a hand down his face,
            he headed for the breezeway and went down a floor. He passed the empty corner guest room that was catty-corner to his.
         

         
         A different kind of tension crept into his muscles as he yanked open the door to his rooms. Stepping inside, he drew up short.

         
         His guest rose from the couch, completely nude with the exception of black fuck-me heels. Holy shit, his gaze moved down, following
            the red-tipped hand that slid between the swells of her breasts and glided lower, dipping between her thighs.
         

         
         “You were taking too long,” she said, and when he dragged his gaze back up, she bit down on her lower lip. “So, I thought
            I would get started without you.”
         

         
         Sounded like a great way to pass time to him.

         
         There was a part of him that wanted to kick the door shut behind him and forget the mess that was happening downstairs. Hell,
            he was a man, and that was a very attractive and very naked woman in front of him, playing with herself, but . . .
         

         
         Damn it.

         
         He couldn’t allow himself to take a trip down that happy little road.

         
         So he focused on her nose, thinking that was a safe place to look. “Honey, I hate to do this—”

         
         She pounced on him like a damn tiger in the wild. Fucking literally jumped a good foot or more across the floor.

         
         Out of shock, he caught her. There was no way he could let her hit the floor. He was a dick, but not that big of a dick.

         
         Long legs wrapped around his hips and warm hands clamped down on his cheeks. Before he could draw in a damn breath, her mouth
            was on his, her tongue thrusting between his lips like she obviously wanted him to be doing between her thighs.
         

         
         She’d apparently also helped herself to the bottle of bourbon.

         
         He could taste it.

         
         Grasping her slim hips, he peeled her off like a candy wrapper and put her down on her feet. “Jesus,” he grunted, stepping
            back. “Did you run track in college?”
         

         
         She came forward, frowning when he sidestepped her and bent down, picking up the flimsy pair of panties. She watched him grab
            her dress next. “What are you doing?”
         

         
         “As much as I appreciate the enthusiastic greeting, you’re going to have to leave.” He offered the clothing.

         
         She lowered her arms to her sides. “What?”

         
         Searching for patience he didn’t normally have, he drew in a deep, long breath. “I’m sorry, hon, but you’ve got to go. Something
            has come up.”
         

         
         Her gaze flickered to the door behind him, and he swore to God, if one of his brothers was standing there. . . . “What’s come
            up?” she demanded.
         

         
         “Nothing that’s any of your business.” When she didn’t take her clothes the second time, he tossed them on the couch behind
            her. “Look, I’m sorry about this, but I need you out of here now.”
         

         
         Her mouth dropped open and she made no move to pick up what he’d tossed on the couch. “There is no way you’re asking me to
            leave.”
         

         
         Was he speaking in a different language?

         
         “Whatever is going on, I can wait—”

         
         “You can’t wait, and I really do not have time for this,” he cut in, his tone hardening.

         
         She stared at him a moment and then her lips thinned. “You have got to be fucking kidding me? This is absolute bullshit.”
            Her tone pitched high, and Lucian realized he was getting an answer to his earlier question. Her beauty did not run very deep
            at all. “You drag me all the way out here, get me all worked up, and then you kick me out?”
         

         
         “Get you worked up?” He laughed. “Woman, I’ve barely touched you.”

         
         “That’s not the point.”

         
         “You need to get your stuff together or not. Either you go naked as the day you were born or you put your damn clothes on.
            Personally, I don’t give a shit.” He stepped toward her, done with this conversation. “But I have the feeling the driver that
            I have waiting for you doesn’t want your naked ass on his seat.”
         

         
         Her cheeks flushed red as he stalked to the bar. “Do you even know my name?” she said.

         
         Oh hell’s bells.

         
         He poured himself a drink, knowing this was going to go downhill as fast as a ball on ice.

         
         “It’s Cindy, by the way, you asshole,” she snapped.

         
         Tossing the drink back, he was glad to know that he had been in the ballpark of guessing her name. Finished with the drink,
            he faced her.
         

         
         Cindy was shimming the black scrap of lace up her thighs. “Do you have any idea how many men would literally die to be in
            your position right now?”
         

         
         “I’m sure there’s a long list of them,” he replied dryly.

         
         Snatching her dress off the couch, she glared at him. “Oh yeah, you sound so genuine.” The material slipped over her head.
            “Do you even know who I am?”
         

         
         “I know exactly who you are.”

         
         “You didn’t even know my name, so I doubt that.” Grabbing her purse off the end table, she flipped blond hair over her shoulder.
            “But you’re going to know who I am when I’m done—”
         

         
         She gasped when he moved faster than he knew she expected. He curled a hand around the nape of her neck like he had earlier.
            “Just because I didn’t remember your name, doesn’t mean I don’t know exactly who you are.”
         

         
         “Is that so?” she whispered, lashes lowering.

         
         “You’re a walking, breathing trust fund who’s used to getting every damn thing you ever wanted from your daddy. You don’t
            understand the word no and have an absolute lack of common sense when it comes to self-preservation.”
         

         
         “And you’re so different?” She leaned in, wetting her lower lip. “Because it sounds like you’re discussing yourself.”

         
         He dipped his head, holding her hooded gaze as his grip on the back of her neck tightened. “You absolutely don’t know fuck
            about me if you think that’s the case. There is nothing you can do to me or my family that I can’t turn back on you three
            times worse, so keep your pretty little threats as thoughts unfinished.”
         

         
         Her hand landed on his chest as her eyes fluttered shut. “You sure about that?”

         
         Hell.

         
         She was turned on by this.

         
         Disgusted, he dropped his hand and let her stumble back. “You were not here. You were nowhere near this house tonight. If
            you give anyone the slightest indication that you were, I will ruin you.” He paused, making sure he had her attention. “And
            before you say whatever is on the tip of your tongue, I want you to take a moment to think about who I am and what I can do.”
         

         
          

         Cindy had snapped her mouth shut at that point. She got it and didn’t give him an ounce of trouble after that.

         
         Once she was safely ensconced in the car that was waiting behind the house, he joined his brothers in the main living room.

         
         “Took long enough,” Dev said, his gaze moving over him. “And yet you somehow couldn’t find the time to put on a pair of shoes
            or tuck your damn shirt in?”
         

         
         Lucian’s eyes narrowed as he stalked past his brother. “You do realize it’s nearly five in the fucking morning and I doubt
            anyone is going to be paying attention to the way I’m dressed.”
         

         
         “Lucian has a point,” Gabe said from where he sat perched on the couch, playing the middle man per usual. “It’s really late—or
            really early. It’s not a big deal.”
         

         
         Dev tilted his head to the side. “Did you check on her?”

         
         He nodded. “She’s the same as she has been.”

         
         Gabe tucked back a strand of hair. The ends nearly reached his shoulders. Their father hated that he kept it on the longer
            side, claiming it made him look like—what had he said—a ne’er-do-well? “What are we going to do if they start searching the house and they find her? Not even Troy knows about her.”
         

         
         “There’s no reason for them to search the house,” Dev answered. “Just as there’s no reason for Troy to know about her. It’s
            bad enough—”
         

         
         “What’s bad enough?” Lucian cut in, feeling a flash of anger light up his veins like a match to gasoline. “That she’s here?
            That she’s actually alive?”
         

         
         “I was going to say it’s bad enough that we basically had to fund the new office Dr. Flores has been wanting to build for
            the last five years to make sure he respects the discretion that is needed in this situation.” Dev’s tone was bland. No emotion.
            Nothing. “And who knows how much money . . .” His gaze flicked toward the entrance a moment before there was a knock.
         

         
         Dev had this preternatural ability of knowing when anyone outside the family was nearby. It was actually kind of creepy.

         
         Lucian sat beside Gabe as Dev left the room, and lifted his hands, dragging his palms down his face. “Fuck.”

         
         “Yep,” Gabe replied and that was all he said.

         
         Dev was back and behind him was Detective Troy LeMere. Troy looked like he’d been in his bed, happy with his new wife, when
            he’d gotten the call. The tan khakis were as wrinkly as Lucian’s brain felt. The light windbreaker didn’t conceal the gun
            at his hip.
         

         
         They’d encountered Troy one summer they were home from the boarding school they’d been shipped off to in the north. They would
            sneak off the property and end up at the basketball courts a few miles down the road. That’s how they met Troy, and even though
            they came from backgrounds that couldn’t be any more different, a strong bond had formed.
         

         
         Their friendship had annoyed their father until Troy had gone into the police academy. Then, their father was all about that
            connection, because he saw how he could now exploit it.
         

         
         Sometimes Lucian wondered if that was why Dev still associated with Troy.

         
         “What in the hell, guys?” Troy asked, rubbing his palm over the close-cropped dark hair. No condolences. He knew better. “The
            whole way over here I thought this was some kind of joke.”
         

         
         “Why would we joke about something like that?” Dev asked. “At this time in the morning?”

         
         Lucian rolled his eyes as Gabe muttered something that suspiciously sounded like “fuck me” under his breath.

         
         Troy was used to Dev and basically ignored him. “So, he hung himself?”

         
         “In the old study.” Dev stepped aside. “You may as well come and see for yourself. I’ll show you the way.”

         
         Troy didn’t point out that he knew exactly where the study was, but as he passed Lucian by, he sent him a look. Lucian shook
            his head slightly.
         

         
         Gabe sighed heavily and rose as they disappeared down the hall that led to the study. “I better go change before Dev realizes
            I’m still not wearing a shirt.”
         

         
         Lucian snorted. “I’m pretty sure he has realized that, but giving you shit isn’t his favorite pastime.”

         
         “True, but I’ll do it anyway.”

         
         Watching his brother leave the room, he leaned into the cushion and threw his arm along the back of the couch. Troy and Dev
            weren’t gone long. Maybe five minutes before they returned.
         

         
         Dev stood in front of one of the many fireplaces never used, arms across his chest and his expression as stoic as a statue’s.
            Troy looked a little shaken under his dark brown skin as he sat on the arm of the nearby chair. “I’m going to have to call
            in the ME, but we can try to keep this a small crew.”
         

         
         “I’d appreciate that,” Dev replied.

         
         Troy eyed him a moment and then said, “Before everyone gets here and this turns into a circus, what’s the story?”

         
         “What do you mean?” Dev frowned. “I told you already. I couldn’t sleep, so I got up and saw that the light was on. I found
            him like that.”
         

         
         “Are you seriously telling me you believe that man actually killed himself?” Troy asked, brows raised. “I know your father.
            That bastard would survive a nuclear bomb just to—”
         

         
         “Don’t,” Dev warned, nostrils flaring.

         
         Troy’s eyes narrowed.

         
         Lucian intervened before the conversation escalated, like most conversations did with Dev. Except the escalation was always
            one-sided. “How can it not be what it looks like it?”
         

         
         His friend shot him a knowing look. “Where were you?”

         
         “I was at the Red Stallion. Came home a little after two I think.” He left out the info about his guest. Didn’t need to drag
            her into this. “I came downstairs when Dev called me.”
         

         
         “Gabe?” Troy took in the room. “Where’d he go?”

         
         “He left to put some clothes on,” Lucian answered, resting his elbows on his knees as he leaned forward. “He should be back
            down in a few, but I’m telling you, man, that’s how we found him.”
         

         
         Troy glanced down at the phone hooked to his belt and then refocused. “Look, you know you can trust me. When the ME gets here,
            they’re not going to just take him down and bag him. They’re going to check him over.”
         

         
         “I know.” Dev’s tone was flat. “Father was . . . he was having some issues lately, especially with everything that is happening
            with our uncle. He had a hard time dealing with it. You know how he was about his image.”
         

         
         Interesting.

         
         Lucian’s gaze flicked to his brother. Yeah, their uncle, the illustrious senator, was embroiled in one nasty scandal that
            involved a missing intern . . . or two, but their father hadn’t appeared all that worked up about it. Now, his father had
            gotten all kinds of bent out of shape over who was on the third floor, but that made sense.
         

         
         “Did you guys review the security tapes?” Troy asked.

         
         “The outside ones didn’t show anything suspicious. No one coming or going with the exception of Lucian coming home,” Dev explained.
            “The inside cameras stopped working ages ago.”
         

         
         Troy raised his brows. “Well, that sounds a little suspect.”

         
         “It’s true,” Lucian chimed in. “No matter how many times we had someone out here to look at the system, it goes down. Some
            kind of interference. Happens if anyone tries to use a regular camera in here. Only thing that seems to work is a damn camera
            phone.”
         

         
         Troy frowned, looking like he wanted to point out how crazy that sounded, but Lucian wasn’t bullshitting him. Damn video feed
            was constantly interrupted and not a single tech could find a reason why. Of course, the staff found reasons—preternatural
            reasons. It was one of the many reasons some of the staff became uncomfortable in the home.
         

         
         “Your father cared more about what people thought of his family than he did for his family,” Troy said after a few moments,
            and Dev couldn’t say shit about that, because it was the truth. “There’s going to be questions, Dev. How much are the oil
            refineries, the real estate, and Vincent Industries all worth? Billions? Who just inherited all that?”
         

         
         “Gabe and I,” Dev answered without hesitation. “That was in our father’s will. I doubt it has changed.”

         
         Troy jerked his chin at Lucian. “What about you?”

         
         Lucian chuckled at the question. “I was cut out of the family business a long time ago, but don’t worry about me. I’m doing
            more than okay for myself.”
         

         
         “Great. Now I can sleep at night knowing that.” Troy refocused on Dev. “The point I’m getting at is that people are going
            to ask questions. This is going to get out.”
         

         
         “Of course it is.” Dev arched a brow. “And what will get out is that he died of natural causes.”

         
         Troy choked out a laugh as his eyes widened. “Are you shitting me?”

         
         “Does he look like he’s shitting you?” Lucian replied dryly.

         
         “Yeah, I can pull some strings, but that’s a real big string that would unravel as quick as fuck.” Troy shook his head. “Coroner
            isn’t going to list a suicide as a natural cause of death.”
         

         
         Dev arched a brow. “You’d be surprised by what people will do.”

         
         The dumbfounded look seeped off Troy’s face as he stared at Dev like he was a second from slapping him upside the head. “Actually,
            I’m not surprised by much, Devlin.”
         

         
         “We understand you’ve got a job to do,” Lucian cut in, ignoring the sudden sharp look of warning settling into his brother’s
            features. “And we don’t want you jeopardizing it whatsoever. We can deal with . . . with whatever people are going to say
            or think.”
         

         
         “Good to hear since some of us aren’t about to inherit a billion-dollar business.” Troy’s response was dry as he pinned Dev
            with a look. “Lucky you.”
         

         
         Dev did something rare in that moment, something Lucian hadn’t seen in a while.

         
         The devil smiled.

         
          

         Dawn was fighting back the shadows while Lucian waited in the living room. Those milling in and out of his father’s study
            were quiet, and the ones who did speak did so in hushed tones. There were no flashing red-and-blue lights outside. There were
            minimal questions asked of them. Dev was still with Troy, most likely making damn sure the story he wanted to be told was
            the one that got heard.
         

         
         Lucian looked up from where he was staring at the stone fireplace as the crew appeared. The words MEDICAL EXAMINER were scrawled across the black polo of one of the men who was rolling in the gurney.
         

         
         It reminded him of a different night with a similar ending.

         
         It actually reminded him of a lot of nights.

         
         A woman cried out. Lucian rose and turned to the entryway. Mrs. Besson stood there, clutching her husband’s arm. Both were
            pale. “What is going on?”
         

         
         Striding forward, he took Richard by the shoulder and guided both into one of the many unused sitting rooms, far away from
            the living room and the study.
         

         
         “Lucian, what has happened?” Richard asked, his brown eyes searching his.

         
         Rolling his shoulders, he wasn’t sure how to tell them. Wasn’t like they would grieve the death of Lawrence, but he was still
            their employer, still a major part of their lives. “There’s been an incident.”
         

         
         Richard curled an arm around his wife’s waist as her hand fluttered to where her silver hair was smoothed back into a knot.
            “Son, I have a feeling that’s a pretty large understatement.”
         

         
         “Yeah, you could say that.” Lucian glanced at the doorway as he squeezed Richard’s shoulders. Livie was their housekeeper,
            keeping track of the staff that came in and out throughout the day and all other needs. Her husband was a bit of a butler
            and jack-of-all-trades. The couple had been with them as long as Lucian could remember and he knew both were of strong stock
            despite some of the views they held on the house and land. After all, they had to be to work for the de Vincents and were
            a part of this family, being there for his brothers more than their parents were. Hell, Livie and Richard’s daughter used
            to run these very halls as a girl, becoming a second sister to all of them, but Lucian hadn’t seen Nicolette in years, not
            since she left for college.
         

         
         “Lawrence hung himself in the study,” he said.

         
         Fine lines appeared around Livie’s eyes as she squeezed them shut and murmured what sounded like a prayer under her breath,
            but her husband simply stared at Lucian and asked, “Is that right?”
         

         
         “Appears to be.” There was no mistaking what the look on Richard’s face meant. It was the same on Troy’s. It was what all
            of them, deep down, were thinking. Suddenly exhausted, Lucian dragged a hand through his hair.
         

         
         “Lucian,” Gabe called from the hallway, his jaw set in a hard line. “We need to talk to you.”

         
         He stepped around the couple. “If you guys need to take some time—”

         
         “No,” Livie said, her brown eyes sharp. “We’re fine. We’re here for you boys.”

         
         A tired smile pulled at his lips. “Thank you,” he said, meaning it. “I would just stay away from father’s study for the time
            being.”
         

         
         Richard nodded. “You still leaving tomorrow?”

         
         “I need to.”

         
         “I know.” Richard clapped him on the shoulder and gave him a grim smile. “I’ll hold down the fort as long as I can.”

         
         Clasping the older man’s hand, he squeezed gently, and then Lucian left them, making his way to his brother. As he approached
            Gabe, he saw that Troy was waiting for them out in the hall. He didn’t see Dev. “Do I even want to know what you guys have
            to say?”
         

         
         Gabe shook his head. “Probably not.”

         
         Troy kept his voice down as he spoke. “When they got his body down from the ceiling fan, they took the belt off. You probably
            didn’t see this because of where he was hanging and because of the belt, but . . .”
         

         
         A chill skated down Lucian’s spine as he glanced at his brother. “But what?”

         
         “There were marks on his neck.” Troy drew in a deep breath. “Around where the belt was. They look like scratches. That means
            one of two things. He either got himself up there and had second thoughts, or he didn’t put that belt around his neck in the
            first place.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “Why do you have to leave me?” cried Anna. She stomped one heeled foot, thrusting out her lower lip as the bright blue drink
            sloshed over the rim of her glass. “Who is going to listen to me complain about my neighbors from hell or when I openly objectify
            the really hot pharmacy reps?”
         

         
         Julia Hughes laughed at her coworker—well, her ex-coworker as of two hours ago. She and several of the nurses and staff from
            the center were at the bar a few blocks from where they worked, having a little going away party. Which was also turning into
            who was going to have the worse hangover in the morning.
         

         
         Julia’s bets were on Anna.

         
         “You still have Susan. She appreciates your tales of tribulations and she also likes checking out the reps.”

         
         “Everyone likes checking them out, but you were the only single one left on our floor. I got to live vicariously through imagining
            you going out with them and having that nasty kind of sex that makes you walk funny afterward.”
         

         
         Almost choking on her champagne, Julia lowered her glass.

         
         Anna grinned and then took a healthy gulp of her drink. “And I can’t try to fix Susan up with any of them.”

         
         “Lucky her, because those dates never turned out well,” Julia reminded her. Those dates had turned out really boring or ended
            up being no shows. There had been no in-betweens, and definitely no nasty sex that had left her needing a Tylenol the next
            day.
         

         
         Julia leaned forward, placing her elbows on the round, high-top table. The hum of rock music grew louder while their group
            had spread throughout the bar. The congratulations cake someone had brought with them had been consumed within minutes of
            it being revealed. “I am going to miss you guys,” she said, drawing in a deep, stinging breath.
         

         
         “I really can’t believe you’re doing this.” Anna leaned into her, sighing.

         
         In all honesty, a huge part of Julia couldn’t believe she had quit her safe, secure nursing job and taken an in-home one several
            states away, in a different time zone. The decision had been so entirely out of character that her parents thought she was
            having some kind of midlife crisis a decade too soon.
         

         
         The decision to apply for a traveling nursing job had been fueled by an empty bottle of wine and . . . a keen sense of desperation,
            a deep, almost all-consuming need for something, anything in her life to change. She’d almost forgotten about applying at
            the agency, so the call that came a week ago had been a shock. There was a job in Louisiana, in home, and offered the kind
            of pay that nearly floored her.
         

         
         Julia’s initial reaction was to turn it down, but she didn’t listen to that dumb voice that kept her up late at night, the
            voice that caused every step of her life to be too measured and overcautious. So after signing a ton of forms, including a
            slew of nondisclosures that the agency assured her were common with certain situations, today had been her final day at the
            assisted living facility where she’d worked for the last three years. And that also meant that today was the last day of normalcy
            for her, because she’d done the unthinkable.
         

         
         Well, at least for her it was since she’d lived like she was scared.

         
         Scared of nothing in particular, but pretty much everything out there. She’d been scared of leaving home for college, scared
            of finishing her schooling and taking her first “real” job. Scared of flying. Scared of driving on highways. She’d feared
            that first date all those years ago that turned out to be one of the worse decisions in her life. And she’d been scared of
            leaving the person who had been chipping away at little pieces of her every day of her life.
         

         
         Being scared hadn’t meant that she didn’t force herself to get over the fear, but it usually made her overanalyze and overthink
            every decision she made. It made things harder and it made accomplishing these things even more important.
         

         
         She wasn’t living like that anymore—like she was seventy years old and had buried the love of her life three years ago instead
            of divorcing him, which was what had happened. These last three years had felt like she’d given up, was going quietly into
            the night.
         

         
         Not anymore.

         
         Most of her clothing had been shipped ahead and tomorrow she was boarding a plane.

         
         “I’m proud of you,” Anna said, angling her body toward Julia’s. “I’m going to miss you like hell, but I’m proud of you.”

         
         “Thank you,” she mouthed, blinking back tears. She and Anna had grown close over the years. She knew what Julia had gone through
            with her ex. She knew how much of a big deal this was.
         

         
         Anna leaned in again, kissing Julia’s cheek. Then she planted her chin on Julia’s shoulder. “What time is your flight?”

         
         “It’s at ten, but I have to leave early to get to the airport.”

         
         “But you don’t have to work first thing in the morning, so you know what that means?” Straightening, she tipped the bottom
            of Julia’s glass toward her mouth. “Time to drink up and get silly before we both end up crying in the corner of the bar like
            two losers. And we don’t want that.”
         

         
         “No one wants that.” Grinning, she did just that. Well, sort of. Julia wasn’t much of a drinker, mainly because she didn’t
            like the idea of not having control of herself and she usually stuck to wine while she was at home. So she finished off her
            champagne and then halfway through the second flute of the bubbly stuff, her blood was cheerfully buzzing.
         

         
         A few other nurses joined their table, and Anna disappeared to play a game of darts over on the other side of the bar. Julia
            tried to keep track of her, but as it grew later in the evening, the crowd thickened. She caught glimpses of the petite blonde
            every so often and the man she was playing darts with. He was tall, but then again, everyone standing next to Anna looked
            tall. His dark-colored shirt stretched over broad shoulders as he lifted an arm to throw a dart. Even from where Julia was
            standing, she could see how well formed his biceps were.
         

         
         Whoever he was, he had a nice back.

         
         Shaking her head, she refocused on the convo around her. Anna was married—happily so. She was just all over the place and
            made friends everywhere she went.
         

         
         Everyone was talking about the new owners who’d taken over at the beginning of the year. All of them had been worried, unsure
            of what it meant long-term. Obviously, she didn’t have to worry about it anymore, but she was relieved for her coworkers that
            the new owners seemed to know what they were doing.
         

         
         Since Julia had never done the traveling nurse gig and was unsure if she would take another after this upcoming assignment
            ended, she had no idea what to expect from her new employers. She answered to the agency she was hired through, but she also
            would answer to the family she would work for.
         

         
         Toying with the base of her glass, she stopped her mind from wandering to what was going to happen tomorrow. She was nervous,
            understandably so, but she couldn’t allow herself to freak out. If she did, she’d start to panic and then she would second
            and third guess herself. At this point, it was too late to do—
         

         
         “Julia!” chirped Anna a second before she grabbed Julia’s arm from behind. “There is someone I need you to meet.”
         

         
         Oh God.

         
         Whenever Anna had someone she needed her to meet, it was usually some eccentric rando she virtually just ran into that Julia
            really didn’t want to meet. Swallowing a groan, she slowly turned around and nearly dropped her glass as her gaze moved from
            Anna’s flushed, excited face to the man standing next to her.
         

         
         Julia’s eyes widened as she got an eyeful of the stranger. Holy mother . . . It was like her brain short-circuited and emptied
            of all useful thought. It was the man Anna had been playing darts with. She knew this because it was the same dark shirt that
            turned out to be a thermal with the sleeves pushed up to the elbows, and he was tall. Not just because he was standing next
            to a demented pixie at the moment, but he was a good foot or so taller than Julia, and she wasn’t a short woman.
         

         
         This man, whoever he was, was absolutely stunning.

         
         He had a ruggedness about him. High and broad cheekbones and a well-formed mouth with a perfect cupid’s bow. A slight scruff
            of hair covered a jaw that looked like it was cut from marble. His golden brown hair was wavy along the top and cut shorter
            along the sides. She bet his hair was almost as blond as Anna’s in the daylight. Based on what she could imagine under that
            thermal and those dark jeans, she figured his body was just as amazing as his face.
         

         
         And those eyes framed by impossibly thick lashes? They were such a beautiful mix of blue and green, reminding Julia of warm
            oceans and summer.
         

         
         He stood there, staring at her with those eyes, his shoulders loose, but she got the wild, distinct impression that he was
            coiled tight, ready to strike even though everything about him appeared relaxed.
         

         
         Did Anna find this fine specimen of a man at the dart boards? Julia needed to spend more time by them if this was the kind
            of guys who . . .
         

         
         “Julia—Jules, this is . . .” Anna’s blue eyes glinted with excitement as she twisted her toward the most beautiful man Julia
            had ever seen in her entire life. “I’m sorry. What did you say your name was again?”
         

         
         How in the world could Anna forget this man’s name? Once Julia heard it, it would be forever tattooed into her brain.

         
         He smiled then, and every part of Julia’s body took notice, from the crown of her head, all the way down to the tips of her
            toes, and especially all the unused places in between. His smile was crooked, the left side rising higher than the right,
            and absolutely heart-stopping. “Taylor.”
         

         
         Oh my.
         

         
         His voice.

         
         Deep and smooth, there was a hint of accent. Perhaps southern? Julia didn’t know, but Taylor had it going on and on and on.
         

         
         “Taylor! That’s right.” Anna was grinning like a cat that just ate a room full of canaries. “Anyway, this is the lovely and
            very single Julia I was telling you about.”
         

         
         Did she just say what it sounded like? Very single? Was Anna drunk? Did she not see what this guy looked like? Not that Julia was a flaming garbage fire. She had what her mother
            always claimed were symmetrical features. Her face just lined up right, and a lot of people commented on her hair. A lot.
            Some even wanted to touch it, which was super weird, but whatever. It was long and thick, falling in waves beyond her breasts.
            Right now it was twisted up in a messy bun. She’d only had time to change after work and not do anything with it. Anyway,
            she knew she was decent-looking, but she was not modelesque by any means—not the kind of woman she could easily picture Taylor with.
            The kind of woman who was either tall or tiny, but definitely slender with curves only in the “right” places. The type of
            body Julia was rocking went out of style before she was even born.
         

         
         “Hi.” Taylor extended a hand. “I’m very pleased to meet you.”

         
         Her gaze dropped from his face to his hand and then up again. His lopsided grin grew as he waited while she just stood there,
            gawking at him like an idiot. Snapping out of the stupor, she managed to lift her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”
         

         
         His fingers closed around hers in a tight grasp. “Can I get you a drink?”

         
         “Yes,” Anna answered for her. “You can most definitely get her a drink.”

         
         She was going to kill Anna.

         
         Taylor bit down on his lower lip. “What would you like?”

         
         Mumbling out some drink she wasn’t even sure she’d ever consumed before, she realized he was still holding her hand.

         
         He stepped in and dipped his head low so his mouth lined up with her ear. When he spoke, his breath stirred the tiny wisps
            of hair, sending a wave of tight shivers down her spine. “Don’t run off.”
         

         
         Her breath caught. “I won’t.”

         
         “Promise?” He squeezed her hand gently.

         
         “Promise,” she repeated.

         
         “Good.” He drew back, his gaze seeking and holding hers for a moment. “Be right back.”

         
         Only then did he let go of her hand.

         
         Absolutely stunned, she watched him pivot around and prowl off toward the bar, parting the crowds of people like some kind
            of god. In all the twenty-seven years of her life, she’d never seen anyone that attractive in person.
         

         
         “Oh my God, I think I just had an orgasm watching that,” Anna said.

         
         Julia’s wide eyes found her.

         
         She clapped her hands and hopped.

         
         “Where did you find him?” Julia asked. “Like did you order him out of catalog called What Fantasies Are Made of?”

         
         Anna giggled. “I was getting a refill—water, might I add, and he asked if I played darts. Of course, I said yes. I had to,
            because I needed to see if he was actually real.”
         

         
         She totally understood that. She was having a hard time believing he was real.

         
         “Anyway, I played a game and you know what?”

         
         “What?” Her gaze moved over her head. She spotted Taylor still at the bar.

         
         Anna grabbed her arm again. “He asked about you, Julia.”

         
         “What?”
         

         
         She nodded. “He asked who was the beautiful woman I was talking to earlier, and that was you. That was no one else. And that
            was why he sought me out to play darts. I was used.” She grinned. “And I’m okay with that. You know why?”
         

         
         Julia could barely process any of this. “Why?”

         
         “Because he’s interested in you and this is your last night in this town, so you will go wherever he wants and do whatever
            he wants. Like anything.” She leaned in, lowering her voice. “Even anal. ’Cuz I’d allow that. Oh yeah.”
         

         
         “Oh my God.” Julia laughed. “You’re insane. I don’t even know him—”

         
         “My sweet summer child,” Anna said, and Julia frowned. “You don’t need to know him to get down with him. That man is fine.
            Like he’s not even human that’s how good-looking he is, and the whole time we played darts, he was eyeing you from across
            the bar.”
         

         
         He had been? “This . . . this can’t be real.”

         
         “It is. Julia, I know you’ve had a dry spell—a really long dry spell—and your ex was an ass, but it’s time for you to spread
            your horny wings wide and fly free, baby. This man, this sexy man is—”
         

         
         “Stop.” Her heart jumped in her chest as she saw Taylor walking across the floor. “He’s coming back.”

         
         Anna clamped her mouth shut, but eyed her in the way that said she would never forgive her if she somehow messed this up.
            She didn’t get a chance to really think any of this through, because Taylor was stepping around Anna, handing Julia a drink
            that smelled fruity.
         

         
         “I’m happy you’re where I left you,” he said, leaning against the table. “I was worried you were going to run off.”

         
         “No,” she said, glancing at Anna quite helplessly.

         
         “Yeah,” he replied, grinning.

         
         What was she supposed to say now? Or do? Thank God, she’d changed into a cute black dress, one with an empire waist and sleeves
            that reached her elbow. It was an old dress, but one she always felt good in. Now, if she’d only had the foresight to wear
            something other than the cotton panties that had skulls on them.
         

         
         Oh my God.

         
         Why was she even thinking that?

         
         This guy was not seeing her skull-covered panties.

         
         Julia saw Anna back away slowly, leaving them alone. Sipping her drink, she searched for a response that didn’t make her sound
            half stupid. “Why would you think that?”
         

         
         That was the best she could come up with.

         
         “Honest?” His lashes lowered, briefly shielding those amazing eyes. “You look half afraid.”

         
         Her cheeks flushed once more. “Is it that obvious?”

         
         “So you’re afraid?” he asked, lifting the bottle of beer to his mouth.

         
         Didn’t seem possible, but she flushed even more. “I wouldn’t say I’m afraid. Just . . . just surprised.”

         
         “I have no idea why you’d be surprised,” he replied, then took a drink. “I noticed you the moment I came in. I’m sure I’m
            not the only one. You’re absolutely stunning.”
         

         
         Okay.

         
         This guy was good, real good. With the way he said that, it sounded like the truth. Flattery usually didn’t work on her, but coming from him? It
            just might. “That’s sweet of you,” she said, and then took a long drink of whatever the hell she’d ordered.
         

         
         “I’m not sweet. I just speak the truth.” Angling his body toward her, he placed his beer on the table. “So your friend was
            telling me that you all are nurses.”
         

         
         Nodding, she told herself to take it slow with the drink since she could taste the bite of liquor in it. “Yes. We work at
            an assisted living facility not too far from here—well, I used to. Today is my last day.”
         

         
         “She was saying something like that,” he said. “That this was a little going away party.”

         
         “Yep.” She sipped her drink. “I’m actually leaving town—the state tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Really? Where are you heading to?” Interest flickered across his face.

         
         She almost blurted out Louisiana, but stopped herself at the last moment. For one thing, she didn’t know Too Hot To Be Real
            Taylor. Beyond that though, the NDA she signed was hardcore. The only people who knew what city and state she was going to
            were her parents. Anna only knew it was Louisiana.
         

         
         “I’m taking a job in the south,” she finally answered and then quickly changed the subject to him. “What about you? Do you
            live around here?”
         

         
         Picking up his bottle, he shook his head. “I’m in town on business. Doing some research.”

         
         “Research?” Was he in the medical field or a journalist? Possibly a writer of some sort?

         
         He took a sip of his beer. “Have you always done assisted living care?”

         
         “No. When I got out of college, I worked at a hospital and did emergency care,” she told him, glancing over her shoulder.
            She couldn’t see Anna anymore. “I worked in that for about two to three years.”
         

         
         “Wow. That had to be intense.”

         
         “It can be. I mean, you’ll have nights where you’re dealing with nothing but stomach complaints that sometimes turn out to
            be something serious, but usually is the flu or something bad that the person ate. Then there’d be nights where it can be
            pretty tough.”
         

         
         His gaze roamed over her face in a way that was intensely consuming, leaving her a little breathless once his gaze connected
            with hers again. “So, why did you leave it?”
         

         
         Swallowing hard, she lifted her glass and took another drink. Wasn’t like she could tell him it was because when she left
            her husband, she left the town they lived in and her job. Not like that had stopped Adam from trying to get in contact with
            her every couple of months like clockwork. That had only stopped when she finally changed her number and didn’t give it out
            to any of their mutual friends. Deep down, she’d known he would learn about her leaving and flip, because that was the way
            he was. Her stomach plummeted at the thought.
         

         
         Damn, all of that was a mood killer.

         
         She pushed all that aside. “I kind of wanted to do something different and be closer to my family.”

         
         “Family’s a big thing for you?”

         
         “It is. I’m an only child, so I was spoiled.” Her stomach dipped again when he laughed, but it was a way different feeling
            because his laugh was deep and nice. The sensation it caused was like being on a roller coaster right as you reached the peak of the ride and were about to zoom
            all the way back down. “Okay. I wasn’t really spoiled, but I’m close to my parents. They’re good people.”
         

         
         “Then you’re lucky,” he said. “Not a lot of people get to say that.”

         
         “What about you?”

         
         “I’m not one of those people.”

         
         “Oh.” She blinked. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

         
         His head tilted to the side as he studied her intently for the moment. “You sound like you’re actually speaking the truth.”

         
         “Maybe because I am?” she suggested.

         
         “You feel sympathy for virtual strangers?”

         
         “Of course. Everyone should.” She stepped to the side as someone walked past their table, causing the wristlet her phone was
            in to press into her hip. “At least that’s what I believe.”
         

         
         “I agree.”

         
         “That’s good to hear, because—” Words left her as he reached across the distance with a free hand, catching the strand of
            hair that had slipped free from the bun and had fallen across her cheek. Her lips parted on a soft inhale as he tucked the
            strand behind her ear.
         

         
         “Fixed it,” he said, as his hand dropped and his fingers lingered along the side of her neck. “Though I bet your hair is gorgeous
            down.”
         

         
         Her cheeks felt warm. She had no idea how to respond, not when his fingers ghosted down the side of her neck, the touch like
            a whisper.
         

         
         “Did you always want to be a nurse?” he asked.

         
         A handful of moments passed before she could answer. “I . . . I wanted to be a veterinarian when I was younger, like my dad,
            but I couldn’t deal with having to put animals down.”
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s a rough job. I couldn’t do it either.”

         
         “Do you . . . do you have any pets?” she asked, feeling a bit foolish for asking. Was that as lame as asking what kind of
            sports team he liked? She really hoped the conversation didn’t go in that direction, because she so did not pay attention
            to sports.
         

         
         “I don’t. Not home a lot. What about you?”

         
         “Me neither, but I would like to one day. I’ve always had this dream of owning an animal rescue.” She laughed again, this
            time feeling a little self-conscious, because she had no idea why she was blathering on about this. “You know, when I win
            the lottery and have millions of dollars I don’t need.”
         

         
         A grin teased at his lips. “So that’s what you’d spend millions on?”

         
         “Yes. I mean, what else would I need the money for?” Though, she did have an obsession with designer purses she couldn’t afford,
            but he didn’t need to know that.
         

         
         “What kind of animals would you rescue?”

         
         “All kinds of animals.”

         
         “Even goldfish?”

         
         “If they needed rescuing, then yes,” she answered, grinning.

         
         He shifted closer. “What about snakes?”

         
         “Them too, and yes, even rodents. All life is precious.”

         
         His brows lifted in surprise. “Okay, so you’re either a vegan, religious, or you practice aikido?”

         
         Giggling, she shook her head as she looked away. “No, I heard that on an episode of The Walking Dead. Sorry. I like meat, not very religious, and I’m not that deep.”
         

         
         Taylor laughed, and she had to fight back a sigh again. It was such a nice laugh. “Shit. Well, glad to hear all three of those
            things.”
         

         
         Glancing around the bar, she still couldn’t find Anna in the ever-increasing throng of people. Where in the hell did she go?

         
         “Do you like working in assisted living?” he asked, and when she looked at him, her gaze dipped to his mouth. She had a hard
            time not wondering what it would feel like against hers, against other places.
         

         
         Her entire body flushed hot. God, she couldn’t remember the last time she felt such a visceral reaction to someone who hadn’t
            even really touched her. There had only ever been Adam, and while sex with him had been okay, just thinking about doing it
            hadn’t caused her pulse to beat as wildly as it was now.
         

         
         “Ms. Hughes?” Taylor grinned.

         
         Drawing in a deep breath, she decided she should probably stop drinking at this point, so she had a better chance of getting
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