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            Prologue

         
         
            Six years ago . . .

         

         Nicolette Besson was going to die.
         

         
         She was seriously going to drown herself if the de Vincent brothers didn’t leave the veranda. Like, hold her own head underwater
            and never come back up, because there was no way in heck she was going to let them see her in her new bathing suit.
         

         
         Nope.

         
         She peered over the edge of the pool. There was a good chance the brothers didn’t even know she was in the pool since she
            was on her knees in the shallow end, hiding like an idiot.
         

         
         What were they even doing over there, all huddled together, whispering? Knowing them, they were probably up to no good whatsoever.

         
         If her daddy knew they were out here, all crowded together like they were, with Lucian, as always, in the middle of the huddle,
            he’d say they were up to shenanigans.
         

         
         Whatever shenanigans meant.

         
         Devlin was the oldest de Vincent, and Gabriel was the middle one. Lucian was the youngest of the brothers, and he was always
            in trouble. Always. Especially since their momma died and their sister disappeared. Devlin and Gabriel looked just like their father, dark haired
            and intense, but Lucian and his twin took after their mother.
         

         
         She really hoped Lucian’s friend wasn’t with them. Parker Harrington gave her the creeps. He was always . . . staring at her. Which was weird, because he wasn’t particularly nice to her. Sometimes he stared at her like she wasn’t worthy to
            be sharing the same air as him, and other times, he stared at her like . . .
         

         
         Nikki shuddered, not wanting to think about that.

         
         She bit down on her lip as the cement edge of the pool practically burned her fingers. When were they going to leave? Her
            mom would be done in the kitchen soon and she’d have to get out of the pool and then they’d see her and she would just die.
         

         
         Gosh, why in the world did she ever get in this pool? She couldn’t even swim, but everything had been so hot and sticky. And
            she’d been bored sitting in one of the many rooms in the mansion, not touching anything or going anywhere because Mr. de Vincent
            was home.
         

         
         Mr. de Vincent didn’t like noise of any kind, and all Nikki did was make noise. Lots of it. Sometimes she just got excited
            and forgot where she was. Sitting quietly was not how she wanted to spend her summer vacation from school. Ugh. They had—
         

         
         Lucian suddenly threw his head back, laughing wildly. The sound startled her and she felt her lips twitch. Lucian had the
            best laugh. It always sounded like he was seconds away from something crazy happening—something that would most likely upset his
            father and make her parents shake their heads fondly.
         

         
         What were they doing?

         
         Her gaze shifted to Devlin. He was standing there, staring at Lucian with a blank face. Gabe was grinning, though, and shaking
            his head while Lucian made weird gestures with his hands.
         

         
         Gabe was always grinning.

         
         Nikki wondered if Gabe had brought her any spare wood back from his workshop. He hadn’t in a while and her fingers were itching
            to make use of the new woodcarving set her parents had gotten her for Christmas. She was just learning how to make beads out
            of the wood, the hollowed-out kind she could force string through to make a necklace or bracelet. She could ask Gabe now,
            but then he’d see her in the pool, and she couldn’t let that happen.
         

         
         If there was one person she did not want to see her in her bathing suit, it was Gabe.

         
         Inching over the floor of the pool, she was careful and quiet as the water steadily rose around her. A sudden gust of wind
            rocked the patio umbrella and the scent of roses from the nearby garden surrounded her. The sky was starting to turn gray
            and mean looking toward the south. A storm was coming. Great. Maybe she wouldn’t have to drown herself. Maybe she’d get lucky and lightning would take her out.
         

         
         Because she was not letting them see her in her stupid, too-big one-piece Mom bought from the local Kmart.

         
         No way.

         
         The de Vincents were like three brothers to her—older brothers. Like waaay older. Well, Gabe and Lucian treated her like a sister. Not Devlin, though. He acted like she didn’t exist, and that was
            just fine by her, because Devlin didn’t like noise either and he never smiled. Like ever.
         

         
         Even though Nikki had just turned sixteen, she wasn’t even sure how she felt about boys other than the fact she found most
            of them annoying. She heard her momma once telling her daddy that she was a late bloomer. Nikki rolled her eyes. She wasn’t
            a stupid flower or something.
         

         
         But the de Vincents were different. They weren’t boys in any real sense of the word. And everyone Nikki knew found them attractive. After all, her best friend’s older sister had
            supposedly hooked up with Lucian and was now totally obsessed with him.
         

         
         Not that Nikki would ever admit this, but she always thought Gabe was sooo hot. It was because of the hair. He wore it longer than his brothers, to his shoulders, and it looked thick and soft, and
            made her want to do weird things, like touch it.
         

         
         Randomly touching his hair would be super weird.

         
         And she super doubted he’d appreciate that.

         
         Nikki flushed as she found herself staring at Gabe. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a white shirt, and he was barefoot
            even though the pavers had to be steaming hot under his feet.
         

         
         She kind of thought he had nice feet.

         
         Gabe had a nice laugh, too. He also had a nice smile. One that always made Nikki smile. And he was kind. He always sat and asked her how school was or what she and her friends were up to. He showed her how to turn a square piece
            of wood into something amazing. He was a friend to her despite the fact he probably had a ton of better stuff to do.
         

         
         The three brothers were very different. Devlin was the cold one. Lucian was the crazy one. And Gabe was just . . .

         
         Nikki bit back a sigh.

         
         He was just, well, everything.
         

         
         Off in the distance, she heard the rumble of the nearing storm and she knew the weather could turn bad quick, but she stayed
            in the pool, her gaze glued to Gabe.
         

         
         He never treated her like she was inferior because her parents were the help, like some of their ignorant, snobby friends
            did whenever they were over at the house throughout the years. Like Parker did. Like Devlin often did whenever he chose to
            actually acknowledge her.
         

         
         She knew Gabe had a serious girlfriend when he’d been away at college, because he’d brought her home once, over Christmas
            a few years ago. Her name was Emma and she was beautiful and nice and Nikki just—she just hated her.
         

         
         Whatever.

         
         Gabe and Emma weren’t together anymore.

         
         Nikki smiled to herself.

         
         Continuing to creep along the edge of the pool, she stopped when she felt the bottom start to dip. The pool got deep quick,
            so she had to be careful unless she seriously wanted to drown. So she held onto the edge of the pool with her hands, moving
            further into the pool, closer to the diving board she’d only ever seen Lucian and Gabe use. They’d throw themselves off it,
            showing no fear.
         

         
         Nikki wanted to do that. Have no fear like—

         
         The entire world flashed an intense white as lightning struck the ground nearby. A crack of thunder reverberated, sending
            a chill of fear straight down her spine. She shrieked as the sky ripped open. Heavy rain poured, pounding off the patio surrounding
            the pool and the water.
         

         
         Forget staying in the pool!

         
         Scrambling along the side, she started to lift herself up with her arms. Her wide-eyed gaze whipped around as another bolt
            of lightning struck the ground, not too far from the pool.
         

         
         The brothers turned right then, just as she managed to get one scrawny leg out of the pool and onto the slippery patio.

         
         Gabe stepped forward, toward the edge of the veranda, where he was all dry and safe. “Nic?”

         
         She gasped as her eyes met his. Oh no. Not only was she in her bathing suit, she looked like a drowned cat trying to climb
            her way out of the pool! She could seriously just die—
         

         
         Thunder exploded again. It sounded like the sky was falling all around her. Then it happened, so fast that one second her
            foot was slipping and then the next thing she knew water was swallowing her whole.
         

         
         Shock robbed her of the ability to think. Too caught off guard to close her mouth, she dragged in mouthfuls of water as she
            sunk into the pool and the water churned above her.
         

         
         Her lungs burned and wheezed as she squeezed her eyes tight. Trying to resurface but only seeming to slip further down, panic
            overtook as she flailed underwater. Her butt hit the bottom of the pool, the impact soft but jarring.
         

         
         Squeezing her eyes shut, she shook her head frantically as the burn in her chest crawled up her throat and along the back
            of her skull. She felt weird. Like a thousand fire ants were marching along her skin and—
         

         
         Hands suddenly grabbed her arms. An arm circled her waist. There was a powerful pushing motion and then she shot straight
            up. Her head broke the surface. Rain pelted her face as she opened her mouth anyway, trying to get air, but all she could
            do was cough and spit up water.
         

         
         Someone dragged her through the pool to the side and then another pair of hands was there, grabbing her and lifting her up
            out of the water. She fell to her knees, gagging as water splashed up beside her. Arms went around her waist again, lifting
            her. The world spun as she felt herself being carried under the veranda. Laid down gently, she was immediately rolled onto
            her side.
         

         
         A strong whack hit along her back. “Come on, Nic. Spit it up. Come on. Get the water out, Nic.”

         
         She recognized the voice—knew who it belonged to because only one person called her Nic, but the water was coming up and out as she wheezed and spit out what felt like an ocean’s worth of water.
         

         
         “There you go.” The hand on her back was rubbing her now, no longer single-handedly beating the water out of her lungs. “That’s
            it.”
         

         
         Finally able to breathe without choking, Nikki rolled onto her back and found herself staring up into eyes that were the color
            of the sea off the coast, an endless blue-green.
         

         
         Gabe.

         
         “You okay?” he asked, concern filling those beautiful eyes with every passing second she was quiet. “You’re starting to worry
            me, sweetheart.”
         

         
         Sweetheart?

         
         He’d never called her sweetheart before.
         

         
         Over his shoulder, Lucian leaned in. “Did she hit her head?”

         
         Someone cussed, causing her to flinch.

         
         “Dev,” Lucian sighed, looking behind him at where she guessed Devlin loomed.

         
         Gabe was still staring at her, his hand on her shoulder, and she knew she needed to say something before they went and got
            her parents. “I . . . I didn’t hit my head.”
         

         
         Relief filled Gabe’s face. “Thank God.” His shoulders lowered, and it was then when she realized his white shirt was soaked
            and plastered to his skin. There were all kinds of interesting dips and planes under that shirt. “You scared the hell out
            of me, Nic.”
         

         
         Then the reality of what just happened struck her.

         
         Gabe saved her.

         
         Oh my God, he actually saved her from drowning!

         
         He smiled down at her as he shook his head, sending wet strands of hair into his face. “You’re okay, right?”

         
         She nodded, thinking she should probably sit up. “You saved me.”

         
         That smile grew. “Does that make me your hero?”

         
         “Yes,” she whispered and then nodded just in case he doubted her. It totally made him her hero.

         
         Gabe chuckled.

         
         “Jesus,” Devlin grunted, crossing his arms as he moved into her line of sight. “That would be the last thing we need. Her
            drowning herself in the damn pool. What are you even doing in here? This isn’t your pool or your house to use as a damn playground.”
         

         
         Her eyes widened. Tears burned the back of her throat as she shrunk back against the hot stone. He would say something to
            her parents—to his father. Then her parents would get yelled at.
         

         
         Gabe’s head whipped around. “Devlin.”
         

         
         “The little idiot can’t even swim,” Devlin shot back, and against her will, she felt tears crawling up her throat. She wasn’t
            an idiot, but he was right. She couldn’t even swim. “Christ,” he muttered. “Livie and Richard know better than to let her
            run around like a brat when Father—”
         

         
         “That’s enough. Seriously.” Gabe let go of her shoulder as he twisted toward his older brother. “It was an accident. It’s
            over. Nic’s fine. So shut up or go somewhere. I don’t care where as long as it’s anywhere but here.”
         

         
         Lucian’s brows flew up and he looked like he was seconds away from bursting into laughter as Nikki sucked in a gasp. She’d
            never, ever heard Gabe speak to Devlin like that.
         

         
         No one spoke to Devlin like that.

         
         Gabe turned back to her, his shoulders tense. “I guess I’m going to have to teach you how to swim, aren’t I?”

         
         It happened.
         

         
         Right then and there, it happened.
         

         
         Nicolette Besson fell head over heels in love and she knew, just knew in her heart of hearts, that one day she’d marry Gabriel
            de Vincent and they’d live happily ever after.
         

         
         She would be his.

         
         Because he was already hers.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Six years later . . .

         

         It took every ounce of self-control for Gabriel de Vincent to stand back and do nothing. Just stand there and watch him being
            led away, but that’s what he had to do, because that’s what he’d promised and Gabe tried to be a man of his word.
         

         
         Sometimes he failed at that. Failed at that in ways that haunted him late at night, but he wouldn’t go back on this.

         
         He’d promised them three uninterrupted months.

         
         That’s what he was going to give them.

         
         His jaw ached from how hard he was clenching it as the Rothchilds walked back into the restaurant. He didn’t take his eyes
            off them, not until he couldn’t see them anymore. Only then did he look at the slip of paper.
         

         
         Looking down at the drawing of a puppy on a piece of blue construction paper, he felt the worst mix of emotions. Sadness.
            Pride. Helplessness. Hope. Fury that he’d never tasted before. He had no idea how one person could feel all of that at once,
            but he did.
         

         
         A wry smile tugged at his lips. There was definitely talent in the drawing. Real skill. The de Vincent knack for the arts
            was still kicking around, it seemed.
         

         
         His gaze flickered over what was written in a blockish handwriting. He’d already read it three times, but couldn’t bear to
            read it a fourth time. Not right now. He didn’t want to fold the paper and create creases in it, so he was careful as he carried
            it back to where he was parked.
         

         
         “Gabriel de Vincent.”

         
         Frowning at the vaguely familiar voice, he turned around. A man stepped out from behind a truck. Dark, square sunglasses shielded
            half the man’s face, but Gabe recognized him.
         

         
         He sighed. “Ross Haid. To what do I owe the honor of seeing you in Baton Rouge?”

         
         The reporter for the Advocate gave one of what Gabe assumed was a trademark half grin, the kind that probably got him into places and events he sure as
            hell didn’t belong in. “Headquarters are here. You know that.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but you work out of the New Orleans office, Ross.”

         
         He shrugged a shoulder as he neared Gabe. “I had to come up to headquarters. Heard through the grapevine that a de Vincent
            was in town.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh.” Not for one second did Gabe believe that. “And you just happened to hear that I was at this restaurant?”

         
         The smile kicked up a notch as he ran a hand over his blond hair. “Nah. Seeing you here was just luck.”

         
         Bullshit. Ross had been sniffing after his family for about two months now, trying to get to one of them when they were out at dinner
            or at an event, showing up at nearly every damn function one of them was attending. But back home, in New Orleans, Ross had
            trouble getting near them. Well, he had trouble getting to the one he really wanted to talk to, which was Gabe’s older brother.
         

         
         Didn’t require any leap of logic to figure out what was going on. Somehow Ross had heard that Gabe was here, and that’s why
            Ross conveniently ended up here. Normally he could tolerate Ross’s incessant questioning. Hell, he sort of liked the guy, appreciated his determination,
            but not when Ross was here and something he didn’t want a reporter finding out mere feet away.
         

         
         Lowering his sunglasses, Ross eyed Gabe’s ride. “Nice car. Is it one of the new Porsche 911s?”

         
         Gabe raised his brows.

         
         “Family business must be going well. Then again, the family business is always going strong, isn’t it? The de Vincents are
            old money. The one percent of the one percent.”
         

         
         Gabe’s family was one of the oldest, linked all the way back to the days the great state of Louisiana was being created. Now
            they owned the most profitable oil refineries in the Gulf, coveted real estate all around the world, tech firms, and once
            his older brother married, they’d be in control of one of the largest shipping industries in the world. So, yeah, the de Vincents
            were wealthy, but the car and nearly everything Gabe owned, he bought it with the money he worked for. Not the money he was born with.
         

         
         “Some say that your family has so much money that the de Vincents are above the law.” Ross straightened his sunglasses. “Seems
            that way.”
         

         
         Gabe really didn’t have time for this. “Whatever you want to say, can you stop beating around the damn bush and get to it?
            I’m planning to head home sometime in the next year.”
         

         
         The reporter’s smile faded. “Since you’re here and I’m here, and it’s damn hard to talk to you all any other time. I want
            to chat about your father’s death.”
         

         
         “I’m sure you do.”

         
         “I don’t believe it was a suicide,” Ross continued. “And I find it also convenient that Chief Cobbs, who openly and publicly
            wanted your father’s death investigated as a homicide, ended up dead in a freak car accident.”
         

         
         “Is that right?”

         
         Frustration hummed off Ross about as loud as the damn locusts. “Is that all you got to say to me about this?”

         
         “Pretty much.” Gabe grinned then. “That and you have an overactive imagination, but I’m sure you’ve heard that before.”

         
         “I don’t think my imagination is nearly vast enough to compete with all the things the de Vincents have had their hands in.”

         
         Probably not.

         
         “Okay, I won’t ask you about your father or the chief.” Ross shifted his weight as Gabe opened his driver’s door. “Also heard
            some interesting rumors about some of the staff at the de Vincent compound.”
         

         
         “I’m starting to feel like you might be stalking us.” Gabe placed the drawing facedown on the passenger’s seat. “If you want
            to talk about staffing, then you need to have a chat with Dev.”
         

         
         “Devlin won’t make time to talk to me.”

         
         “That doesn’t sound like my problem.”

         
         “It seems like it is now.”

         
         Gabe laughed, but the sound was without humor as he reached inside, grabbing his sunglasses off the visor. “Trust me, Ross,
            this isn’t my problem.”
         

         
         “You may not think so now, but that’ll change.” A muscle twitched along the man’s jaw. “I plan to blow the roof off every
            single damn secret the de Vincents have been keeping for years. I’m going to do a story that not even your family can pay
            to keep quiet.”
         

         
         Shaking his head, Gabe slipped his sunglasses on. “I like you, Ross. You know I’ve never had a problem with you. So, I just
            want to get that out of the way. But you have got to come up with some better material, because that was cliché as shit.”
            He rested his hand on the frame of the car door. “You’ve got to know you’re not the first reporter to come around thinking
            they’re somehow going to dig some skeletons out of our closets and expose us for whatever the hell you think we are. You’re
            not going to be the last to fail.”
         

         
         “I don’t fail,” Ross said. “Not ever.”

         
         “Everyone fails.” Gabe climbed in behind the wheel.

         
         “Except the de Vincents?”

         
         “You said it, not me.” Gabe looked up at the reporter. “Some unasked-for advice? I’d find another story to investigate.”

         
         “Is this where you’re going to tell me to be careful?” He sounded oddly gleeful by the prospect. “Warn me off? Because people
            who mess with the de Vincents end up missing or worse?”
         

         
         Gabe smirked as he hit the ignition key. “Doesn’t sound like I need to tell you that. Seems like you already know what happens.”

         
          

         Nikki stood in the center of the quiet and sterile kitchen of the de Vincent mansion, telling herself that she was not the
            same little idiot that almost drowned herself out in the pool six years ago.
         

         
         She sure as hell wasn’t the same idiot who had spent years making an utter fool out of herself, chasing after a grown man.
            An act, which resulted in one of the worst ideas she’d ever had in the history of bad ideas.
         

         
         And Nikki had a remarkable history of making not the brightest of all decisions. Her dad said she had a bit of a wild streak
            in her, taking after Pappy, but Nikki liked to blame the de Vincents for the recklessness. They had this really bizarre talent
            of making everyone around them stick one toe into Recklessville.
         

         
         Her mother claimed that most of Nikki’s bad decisions came from having a good heart.
         

         
         Nikki had the habit of picking up strays—stray cats, dogs, a lizard here and there, even a snake, and humans, too. She was
            a bleeding heart, hating to see anyone she cared about in pain, and she was oftentimes a bit overly affected by the troubles
            of strangers.
         

         
         It was why she avoided the TV around the holidays, because they always played those heart-wrenching videos of freezing animals
            or children left to starve in war-torn countries. She hated everything about New Year’s Eve because of that and spent the
            week between Christmas and the first of January moping around.
         

         
         There was a lot of Nikki that was the same as she was the last time she walked through this house. She still got emotionally
            invested in animals that didn’t belong to her—that was why she volunteered at the local animal shelter. She still couldn’t
            turn away from someone who needed help, and she still found herself in weird situations, but reckless? Wild?
         

         
         Not anymore.

         
         Not since the last time she’d been in the house, right before she left for college. That had been four years ago and now she
            was back, and nothing and everything had changed.
         

         
         “You okay, hon?” her father asked.

         
         Turning to find her father standing just inside the large kitchen, she pulled herself out of her thoughts and smiled widely
            for him. Goodness, her dad was starting to look his age, and that scared her—truly terrified her. Her parents had her late
            in life, but she was only twenty-two, and she wanted another fifty years or so with them.
         

         
         Nikki knew that wasn’t going to happen.

         
         Especially now.

         
         She forced those thoughts from her head. “Yes. I’m just . . . it’s weird being in here after being gone so long. The kitchen
            is different.”
         

         
         “It was remodeled a few years back,” he replied. The mansion was constantly being remodeled, it seemed. After all, how many
            times had this place caught fire since it was built? Nikki had lost count. Her father drew in a deep breath, and the lines
            around his mouth became more pronounced. He looked so tired. “I don’t know if I’ve said this to you or not, but thank you.”
         

         
         She waved him off. “You don’t need to thank me, Dad.”

         
         “Yeah, I do.” He walked over to where she stood. “You went away to college to do something better than this—better than cooking
            dinners and running a household. To become something better.”
         

         
         Offended on his behalf, she crossed her arms and met his weary gaze. “There’s nothing wrong with cooking dinners and running
            a household. It’s good, honest work. Work that put me through college. Right, Dad?”
         

         
         “We take great pride in our job. Don’t get me wrong, but what your mother and I did all these years was so you could do something
            else.” He sighed. “So, it means a lot that you would come home to help us out, Nicolette.”
         

         
         Only her dad and mom called her by her full name. Everyone else called her Nikki. Everyone except a certain de Vincent who shall remain nameless. He and only he called her Nic.
         

         
         Her parents had worked for the de Vincents, one of the wealthiest families in the States and possibly the world, since long
            before she was born. It was weird growing up in this house, being privy to a lot of strange stuff—things the public had no
            idea about and would probably pay a large sum of money to learn. And personally? It was like she had a foot in two different
            worlds, one absurdly wealthy and the other middle working class.
         

         
         Her father was basically a butler, except she always had a small suspicion that her father had . . . taken care of things
            for the de Vincents that no normal butler did. Her mother ran the day-to-day functions of the house and prepared the dinners.
            Both her parents loved working for the family and she knew both had planned to continue to the day they died, but her mom . . .
         

         
         Nikki’s chest squeezed painfully. Her mom was not well and it had happened so fast, coming out of nowhere. The dreaded C word.

         
         “Honestly, this is perfect. I got my degree and this will give me time to figure things out.” In other words, figure out what
            the hell she wanted to really do with her life. Get to work or go for her master’s? She wasn’t sure yet. “And I want to be
            here while Mom is going through everything.”
         

         
         “I know.” His smile wobbled a little as he brushed a strand of blondish-brown hair out of her face.

         
         “We could’ve hired someone else to step in while your mother—”

         
         “No, you couldn’t have.” She laughed at the mere thought of that. “I know how weird the de Vincents are. I know how protective
            you two are of them. I know how to keep my mouth shut and not see what I’m not supposed to. And you two don’t have to worry
            about someone new not keeping their mouth shut and not seeing what they’re not supposed to.”
         

         
         Her dad arched a brow. “A lot of things have changed, honey.”

         
         She snorted as she took in the white marble countertops with gray veining. Mom had filled her in on some of those changes during one of her chemo treatments. After all, what else did they have to talk about while she was being pumped full of poison
            that would hopefully kill only the cancer cells building in her lung?
         

         
         Things in the de Vincent mansion that had changed.

         
         For starters, the patriarch of the family, one Lawrence de Vincent, had hung himself a few months back. An act that had shocked
            her because she figured that man would’ve outlived a nuclear bomb. And Lucian de Vincent apparently had a live-in girlfriend
            and they were about to move into their own place. That was even more insane, the idea of Lucian settling down.
         

         
         The Lucian she remembered put the play in player. He’d been an incorrigible flirt, leaving a string of broken hearts across the state of Louisiana and beyond.
         

         
         She hadn’t met his girlfriend yet since they were away on some kind of trip; the rich rarely seemed to have much of a schedule.
            She just hoped whoever his girlfriend was, she was nice and nothing like Devlin’s fiancée.
         

         
         Nikki might not have been around the de Vincents in four years, but she remembered Sabrina Harrington and her brother Parker.

         
         Sabrina had just begun seeing Devlin the year before Nikki had left for college and that had been a year’s worth of snide
            comments and rather impressive disdainful looks. Nikki could deal with Sabrina, though. If she was the same woman as she was
            before, she could be as mean as a cornered rattlesnake, but Nikki normally didn’t even register on her scale of people to
            pay attention to.
         

         
         Parker, though?

         
         Nikki suppressed a shudder, not wanting to worry her father who was watching her like a hawk.

         
         Parker had often stared at her the way she’d wanted Gabe to look at her, especially when she had grown brave enough to move
            from a one-piece bathing suit to a two-piece.
         

         
         And Parker . . . he had done more than look.

         
         She drew in a deep breath. She wasn’t going to think about Parker. He wasn’t worth a single thought.

         
         What happened to Lawrence and Lucian’s new romance weren’t the only things her mom had told her. She filled Nikki in on the
            whole sister-reappearing-and-then-disappearing-again thing. Something that she knew the general public had no idea had even
            happened. She didn’t know the details around it, but Nikki knew that in typical de Vincent fashion, it had to be the most
            drama-llama-est thing possible.
         

         
         And she also knew better than to ask questions about it.

         
         Her father stepped back. “The boys are all out.”

         
         Thank God and baby Jesus.

         
         “Devlin should be back this evening for dinner. He likes dinner to be ready at six. I believe Ms. Harrington will be joining
            him.”
         

         
         Well, thanking God and baby Jesus lasted all of five seconds. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes and make a gagging sound.
            “Okay.”
         

         
         “Gabriel is still in Baton Rouge, or at least, that’s the last I heard,” her father continued, ticking off the brothers’ schedules
            while she wondered what Gabe was doing in Baton Rouge. Not that she cared. She totally didn’t care whatsoever, but she wondered
            if it had anything to do with his woodworking business.
         

         
         The man was talented with his hands.

         
         Really talented.
         

         
         Her cheeks flushed as an unwanted memory of how his calloused palms felt pierced her straight through the chest. Nope. Not going there. Absolutely not.
         

         
         There were examples of Gabe’s skill all around the house—the furniture, chair rails, and trim, even in the kitchen. All of
            the woodwork was designed and created by Gabe. As a little girl, she’d been fascinated with the idea of picking up a piece
            of wood and turning it into something that was truly a work of art. That fascination had turned into quite the hobby for Nikki.
         

         
         It had started one long, fall afternoon when she was ten and she’d found Gabe outside, whittling away on a piece of wood.
            Out of boredom, she’d asked him to show her how he did it. Instead of shooing her off, Gabe had given her small scraps of
            wood and showed her how to use a chisel.
         

         
         She’d gotten pretty good at it, but she hadn’t picked up a chisel in over four years.

         
         Nikki refocused on what her dad was telling her.

         
         “We’re a little understaffed right now,” her dad continued. “So there’s a lot of dusting in your near future. Devlin is very
            much like his father.”
         

         
         Great.

         
         That was not a compliment in her book.

         
         “Is it the ghosts?” she half joked. “Scaring off the staff?”

         
         Her father shot her a look, but she knew damn well that her parents believed this house was haunted. Hell, they wouldn’t even
            come here at night unless it was a dire emergency. None of the staff would and everyone in town knew the legends about the
            land the de Vincent mansion sat on. And who hadn’t heard about the de Vincent curse more than a time or two?
         

         
         Being in this house as much as she had been in the past, she had seen some weird things and heard some stuff that couldn’t
            be explained. Plus she grew up within minutes of New Orleans. She was a believer, but unlike her friend Rosie, whom she met
            in college, she wasn’t obsessed with all things paranormal. Nikki operated on the whole if-you-don’t-acknowledge-ghosts-they-can’t-bother-you
            theory and so far it had worked wonderfully.
         

         
         Then again, Nikki had only come here at night once in her life, and that had not turned out well at all. So maybe ignoring
            ghosts didn’t work, because she liked to think she was possessed by one of the ghosts that supposedly wandered the halls,
            and that was what provoked her to do what she’d done that night.
         

         
         Nikki was well aware of how the house was run because she’d spent most of her summer vacations in the house watching her mom,
            so she got to work pretty quickly once her father left her.
         

         
         First thing first was tracking down what staff they did have at the house. Understaffed her butt! The only staff they had left was her dad; the landscaper who was constantly mowing grass, it seemed, or re-mulching; the
            de Vincent driver; and Mrs. Kneely, an older woman who’d done the laundry services since Nikki was a little girl.
         

         
         Beverly Kneely actually owed her own laundry business and only came to the house three times a week to take care of the linens
            and clothing.
         

         
         According to Bev, whom she found in the large mudroom at the back of the house, packing up clothing that needed to be dry-cleaned,
            over the last couple of months, nearly everyone had quit.
         

         
         “So, let me get this straight.” Nikki smoothed back a few strands that had escaped the knot she’d pulled her hair up in. “The
            waiters are gone, as are the maids?”
         

         
         Bev’s buxom chest heaved as she nodded. “It’s just been your parents for the last three months. I think all that work was
            wearing poor Livie down.”
         

         
         Anger flashed through Nikki. Hadn’t the de Vincents noticed how thin and tired her mom had been getting? How quickly she got
            out of breath? “Why didn’t the de Vincents hire someone to help?”
         

         
         “Your father tried, but no one around here wants to come close to this place, not after what happened.”

         
         She frowned. “You’re talking about Lawrence? What he did?”

         
         Bev tied up the bags. “Not like that wasn’t bad enough, but that wasn’t the straw that broke the camel’s back around here.”

         
         Nikki had no idea what she was talking about. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I’ve been updated on all the crazy. What else happened?”

         
         Looking around the room, Bev arched her brows as she headed toward the side door. “Walls got ears. You know that. You want
            to know what’s been going on here, you ask your father or one of the boys.”
         

         
         Her lips pursed. She was so not asking the boys.
         

         
         Bev stopped at the door and looked back. “I don’t think Devlin is going to be happy when he sees what you’re wearing.”

         
         “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” It was jeans and a black tee shirt. No way was she going to dress like her mom or her
            dad. Her willingness to help her parents did not extend to wearing uniforms.
         

         
         She looked down at herself and saw the hole just below the knee.

         
         Nikki sighed.

         
         Devlin was probably going to have a problem with the hole, but what Nikki wanted to know was what the hell had happened in
            this house to drive almost all the staff away?
         

         
         It had to be something.

         
         Not just because the de Vincents paid extraordinarily well, but also because her father hadn’t told her.

         
         And that meant it was something really bad.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         It was approximately one in the afternoon when Nikki was finishing up in the sitting room nearest to the first-floor office.
            She was dusting the chairs that seriously didn’t need to be dusted when she felt a prickling sensation along the nape of her
            neck. Wiping a faint sheen of sweat off her forehead, she rose and turned to the doorway.
         

         
         Devlin de Vincent stood there.

         
         His presence startled her enough that she almost dropped the rag she was holding. Stepping back, she knocked into the heavy
            furniture that reminded her of something straight out of the Victorian age.
         

         
         Goodness.

         
         She’d seen pictures of Devlin in the gossip magazines over the years, but she hadn’t seen him in person during that time.

         
         He looked so much like his father it sent a chill down her spine. Dark hair coifed and styled short. Coldly handsome and completely
            remote, he was dressed as if he’d just left an important business meeting, wearing trousers and a button-down despite the
            fact that it was September and still hot as hell.
         

         
         As a kid, she’d been slightly terrified of the eldest de Vincent brother who now had to be steadily approaching his forties.

         
         Nikki wasn’t a kid anymore, though.

         
         His gaze drifted over Nikki, assessing her in a way that made her feel like a piece of furniture he wasn’t sure he wanted
            to keep or store away in the attic where important, powerful people couldn’t see it. “Hello, Nikki, it has been a while.”
         

         
         Nikki forced an easy smile as she clutched the rag. “Hi, Dev.”

         
         Something passed over his face when she used the abbreviated version of his name. Nikki wasn’t sure if it was irritation or
            amusement. One never knew with Devlin.
         

         
         “Thank you for stepping in and helping while your mother is out,” he said, his voice as flat as his personality. “I do hope
            she is starting to feel better.”
         

         
         “She is . . . she’s hanging in there,” she replied.

         
         “Your mother is a very strong woman. If anyone can beat this, she can.”

         
         That was possibly the nicest thing she’d ever heard come out of Devlin’s mouth.

         
         His gaze roamed over her again. “I know you have been gone for a long time, away at college and all, but I am sure you do
            remember that our staff wears a uniform and not ragged, hand-me-down jeans?”
         

         
         Aaand there he went, ruining it by becoming Captain Dickhead de Vincent, who sounded like he was eighty instead of almost
            forty.
         

         
         Nikki’s spine stiffened. “These actually aren’t hand-me-downs.”

         
         “You bought them that way?” A smirk appeared. “Perhaps you should ask for your money back.”

         
         Her lips thinned as she resisted the urge to give him the middle finger. “I’m sorry. I was told I didn’t have to wear a uniform.”

         
         Not necessarily true, but whatever.

         
         He inclined his head, a gesture she used to see from his father. “I see. Then maybe you can find something in your closet
            that doesn’t look like we pay our help below minimum wage? Especially since you are being paid. You’re not doing this for
            free.”
         

         
         She sucked in a harsh breath. Help. The house might’ve changed a little and Lucian may be a reformed man-whore, but Devlin was still the same. “I’m sure I can
            find something that will meet your approval.”
         

         
         There it was again. A flicker of emotion that was gone before Nikki could even figure out what it was.

         
         Then Devlin was in the very room with her, only a few feet away. Her eyes widened slightly. How in the world did he move so
            fast and so quietly?
         

         
         Was he part ghost?

         
         More like part devil. After all, that was his nickname—what the gossip mags called him. The Devil.
         

         
         Now he was directly in front of her, and Nikki was not a tall woman. Barely pushing five and a half feet, it was hard not
            to be intimidated when he towered over her. “Do I detect an attitude, Nicolette?”
         

         
         Oh dear.

         
         Mentally cursing herself and Devlin, she planted the brightest smile she’d ever mustered in her life. “I hope not. I was being
            serious. I do have nicer pants. Ones that I am sure you would approve of.”
         

         
         His eyes, the de Vincent eyes, latched onto her. “I am pleased to hear that.”

         
         Okay. He did not sound pleased. At all.

         
         He bent his chin down and she felt the tiny hairs rise all over her body. “I would hate to have to tell your father about
            your attitude.”
         

         
         Nikki would, too.

         
         “Do you remember what happened last time? The only time?” he asked. “I do.”
         

         
         Oh, she remembered. She’d been seventeen and gotten into the liquor cabinet when her mom wasn’t looking, drinking the expensive-as-hell
            scotch, all to prove she wasn’t a little girl anymore. Looking back, she recognized that she’d been, in fact, a little girl,
            but that wasn’t the point. She’d mouthed off at Devlin when he’d ordered her to stop following Gabe around like a lost, underfed puppy.
         

         
         He had such a way with words.

         
         “I remember.” Her smile was beginning to fade. “In my defense, I’d been slightly intoxicated and therefore was not wholly
            responsible for my actions.”
         

         
         One dark eyebrow rose.

         
         Her shoulders squared. “And I also hadn’t been following your brother around, so I was a little offended.”

         
         “You were attached to my brother like an underage barnacle that had no concept of why a grown man would not be remotely interested
            in a teenage girl.”
         

         
         Holy crap, he really just went there! Like totally went there.

         
         “I . . .” Yep. Nikki had no idea what to say to that.

         
         Because it was true. All true.

         
         Ever since Gabe pulled her out of the pool and defended her to Devlin, she’d spent every spare moment basically stalking Gabe
            and trying to catch his attention. For some dumb reason, when she’d been younger, she hadn’t seen the age difference as being
            that big of a deal.
         

         
         God, she had been such an idiot.

         
         She was completely nutso not realizing that the age difference had been a very, very big deal, because it was quite the age difference. He’d been twenty-six when he pulled her out of the pool. Ten years older than her, a full-grown man, and she had been—well, yeah, barely sixteen.
            Gross.
         

         
         But she’d figured in her dumb hormone-riddled teenage brain that once she turned eighteen, Gabe would fall head over heels
            in love with her.
         

         
         Honest to God, Gabe had never once given her any indication that he’d thought of her in any way that was inappropriate and
            illegal, but she . . . well, she had been young and dumb and in love for the very first time in her life.
         

         
         “Can I be honest with you, Nikki?”

         
         She blinked. “Of course.”

         
         “I was not at all happy about you taking your mother’s place while she gets better.”

         
         Wow. What was she supposed to say to that? Thanks?

         
         “You leaving for college was the best thing you could’ve done for yourself, because if you had stayed, you would’ve gotten
            yourself in a lot of trouble.” He paused. “Or my brother.”
         

         
         Well, she hadn’t exactly left before that happened.
         

         
         Her face started to feel like it was on fire.

         
         Devlin dipped his chin. “I do hope you don’t pick up where you left off.”

         
         Nikki’s mouth dried as her heart turned over heavily. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         “Now, you know that’s not the truth.” His voice was deceptively low. “From the moment you realized you liked boys, you pranced
            around this house every single time Gabe was around.”
         

         
         Her face was seriously going to burn right off, because that was also true. She’d done just about everything to garner Gabe’s
            undivided attention. Sometimes it had worked. Usually it hadn’t.
         

         
         “And those swimming lessons?” he continued, much to her horror. This was not a walk down memory lane she wanted to stroll
            on. She hadn’t even worked up the nerve to look at the pool yet. “They weren’t that bad when you had the body of an underdeveloped boy.”
         

         
         Oh my God!

         
         “But the older you got, the skimpier your bathing suits became.” His face was still completely devoid of emotion. “We all
            saw it whether we wanted to or not. Even though we shouldn’t have.”
         

         
         Suddenly she was that sixteen-year-old girl again, wanting to drown herself in the pool. “I was just a teenager, Devlin.”

         
         “And you’re just—what? Twenty-two now?” He’d guessed right. “Not exactly that much older. You’re still just a girl, but one
            who is actually of legal age now.”
         

         
         Folding her arms across her chest to stop herself from throwing the rag in his face, she took several deep breaths before
            she trusted herself not to curse. “I am not a teenage girl pining after an older guy any longer. Trust me.”
         

         
         “I don’t.”

         
         She stared at him for several moments, unsure of how to even proceed with this. “I don’t know what you want me to say then.”
            And she really didn’t. “I didn’t come here for Gabe. I came home to help my parents. If being here is going to be such a huge
            problem, then you need to hire someone else. I’m sure my father will understand.”
         

         
         Devlin was quiet for a moment. “You know . . . how things work here. You know what is expected.”

         
         “I do.” She wished her face would stop flaming and that this conversation was already over.

         
         The eldest de Vincent watched her intently. “The last thing my brother needs right now is another complication.”

         
         Another complication? What? Her stomach dropped. “What does that mean? Is something wrong with him?”

         
         That was apparently the wrong thing to ask, because his eyes narrowed. She didn’t regret asking the question. While she felt
            like an utter fool whenever she thought about Gabe and seeing him again was not something she was looking forward to, she
            still cared for him.
         

         
         How could she not?

         
         Gabe was completely off-limits, always was and always would be, but they’d been . . . friends once. Even with the age difference,
            he’d respected her. He’d been kind to her, and he used to bring her smoothies, surprising her with different flavors. Some
            he’d made himself. Others he picked up from her favorite shop when he was coming back from the city and knew she was there.
            He’d been there for her, more than once.
         

         
         But she’d ruined all of that, so Devlin really had no reason to be worried that she had any plans that concerned Gabe. He
            was not going to welcome her with open arms, and Nikki was going to do everything in her power to avoid him as much as humanly
            possible.
         

         
         “I hope we have an understanding,” Devlin said without answering her question.

         
         “We do.”

         
         He hadn’t backed off. “Good to know.”

         
         Nikki nodded slowly, hoping beyond hope this awkward-as-hell conversation was over and she could retreat somewhere for a few
            moments to repeatedly punch herself in the lady bits for past crimes.
         

         
         “Dev,” a voice called from the hall. “Where in the hell are you?”

         
         Her heart stopped in her chest when she heard the voice. No. Oh, sweet baby Jesus, no.
         

         
         “Speak of the devil,” Devlin muttered under his breath. His gaze lifted to the ceiling while Nikki was close to hyperventilating
            and maybe even passing out. “Gabe. I didn’t know you were coming home today.”
         

         
         “Change of plans.” The voice neared.

         
         Nikki looked around wildly for a place to hide. Would dive-bombing under the raised couch that no one ever sat in look strange?
            Yes. Yes, it would, but she was not ready to see Gabe.
         

         
         Not after this conversation.

         
         But it was too late.

         
         There was nowhere to hide, and Devlin was turning around. She couldn’t see the doorway because of how broad Devlin was, but
            she squeezed her eyes shut nonetheless.
         

         
         I can do this.

         
         It’s no big deal.

         
         I’m not a teenage girl anymore.

         
         Her pep talk wasn’t helping her very much.

         
         “What are you doing in here?” Gabe asked, and God, his voice sounded just like she remembered. Deep. Smooth. Lightly accented.
            “Oh, you have company.” A shocked-sounding laugh came from him. “Sorry to intrude.”
         

         
         She almost laughed at the idea that she and Devlin could be together, but she managed to squelch it because it would probably
            sound a bit crazed.
         

         
         “Yes, I do have company.” Devlin stepped to the side. She didn’t see him, because she still had her eyes closed, but she’d
            felt Devlin move.
         

         
         Silence.

         
         And then, “Holy shit.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Nikki’s eyes flew open, and she immediately wished they hadn’t, because now she saw him.

         
         It had been forever since she even allowed herself to look at a photo of him. Maybe she should’ve done that, because then
            she might not simultaneously feel like jumping on him like a rabid monkey and running away from this room.
         

         
         She couldn’t look away from him.

         
         God, Gabe was . . . he was beautiful in this raw, masculine way. He was as she remembered, but somehow he was more. If anything, he seemed taller and his shoulders broader, his biceps and forearms defined in a way they hadn’t been before.
         

         
         Age had treated him well. Gabe was thirty-two now, and the only sign was the faint smile lines around the corners of those
            stunning sea-moss eyes. His cheekbones were classic de Vincent, high and angular as was the blade of the nose and that lush,
            lush mouth.
         

         
         Oh man, he was still wearing his hair long. The deep brown, almost black hair just brushed his shoulders. A faint stubble
            shadowed the strong curve of his jaw as if he hadn’t shaved in a day or two. He was dressed much more casually than his brother,
            wearing a dark pair of jeans and a pale-blue cotton shirt that was loosely tucked in the front. And he was barefoot.
         

         
         Her lips twitched into a small smile.

         
         Gabe was always barefoot.
         

         
         “Nic?” He stepped around a chair, staring at her like . . . well, like he wasn’t even sure it was really her.

         
         While Gabe mostly looked the same, Nikki had changed in the last four years. Gone was the eighteen-year-old girl who’d fled
            from him in tears.
         

         
         He stopped a few feet from her, still staring at her like she was a figment of his imagination. His gaze swept from the now-messy
            knot of hair at the top of her head, all the way down to her llama-print Vans. The way he checked her out was nothing like
            his brother’s earlier perusal. Not when she could practically feel his gaze getting hung up on her now-much-rounder hips and
            fuller breasts. A sweet, unwanted, and unexpected flush swept through her.
         

         
         Bad Nikki. Bad. Bad.

         
         He could stare at her in the way she’d always wanted him and it meant nothing now. All he was to her now was a silly teenage
            crush. That was all.
         

         
         So she had to pull it together.

         
         She lifted an empty hand and gave an awkward finger wave once his eyes met hers again. “Hey.”

         
         “Hey?” he repeated, blinking slowly and showing off ridiculously long lashes.

         
         Nikki swallowed hard and tried again. “Hi?”

         
         Beside her, Devlin sighed loudly.

         
         “Is something wrong?” Gabe’s gaze bounced between his brother and her. “Did something happen to Livie?”

         
         Nikki slowly turned to Devlin. He hadn’t told Gabe? What in the hell? “I’m filling in for Mom while she’s getting treatment.
            You didn’t . . . ?”
         

         
         It was obvious in the way Gabe stared at her that he had no idea, and Nikki had no clue why Devlin would’ve left him out on
            that pretty important update.
         

         
         “No.” Gabe’s tone was short. “I wasn’t told.”

         
         This was beyond awkward. She peeked at Gabe. Unease stirred in the pit of her stomach as she quickly looked away. He was still
            staring at her.
         

         
         “I believe that Nikki has a lot of work to get done,” Devlin interjected smoothly.

         
         Grasping onto the cue to make her exit like it was the last life jacket on the Titanic, she got her legs moving and kept her gaze fixed on the doorway. But as she walked past him, she couldn’t help herself. It
            was like she had no control over her eyeballs.
         

         
         Nikki glanced over at him, and found that he was still watching. She wasn’t even sure he’d blinked at this point. “It’s good
            seeing you, Gabe.”
         

         
         There.

         
         She said it and sounded like she meant it, even though it wasn’t exactly true.

         
          

         There were only two times in Gabe’s thirty-two years of life that a damn feather could’ve knocked him flat on his ass.

         
         This was one of them.

         
         Gabe still stared at the doorway Nic had walked out of, completely and utterly shocked. “Was that really her?”

         
         Dev made a sound that was a cross between a laugh and a cough. “Little Nikki isn’t so little anymore, is she?”

         
         Little Nikki hadn’t exactly been little the last time he’d seen her, but she hadn’t looked like that.
         

         
         Holy shit, she didn’t have that ass or those tits the last time he’d seen her.

         
         What the fuck? Did he seriously just think that?
         

         
         Disgust churned in his gut. He would not—could not think of her tits or ass. Even acknowledge that she now had them aplenty
            based on how that shirt was stretched across her chest and how those jeans hugged her—
         

         
         Damn it.

         
         Didn’t matter that she was now in her twenties—barely in her twenties.
         

         
         But shit, Nic had always been a cute girl. A scrawny and goofy-as-hell cute girl, but she was . . . she was now fucking beautiful.

         
         He almost laughed.

         
         The whole late-bloomer thing whirled around in his head, but it was true. Her face had filled out during her absence, finally
            matching those big brown eyes and that wide, expressive mouth.
         

         
         She’d gone from cute to dangerously stunning.

         
         Gabe couldn’t believe she was here. He forced himself to turn to his brother. “Were we unable to hire someone else?”

         
         Because anyone would’ve been a better choice.

         
         Dev arched a brow as he folded his arms. “As you know, we’ve had a problem retaining staff recently.”

         
         That they did.

         
         “And with what has happened here, I couldn’t help but accept when Richard brought up the idea of bringing Nikki in to fill
            her mother’s spot. She was already coming home. Plus, she knows how to mind her own business and keep quiet.”
         

         
         Gabe’s jaw tightened. Nic definitely knew how to keep quiet. Lifting a hand, he dragged it through his hair. What in the hell?
            He honestly had no clue how to proceed with this newest development. Like he needed another damn issue in his life right now.
         

         
         He’d honestly believed he was never going to see Nic again, at least not up close. Maybe from a distance, because distances
            were safe.
         

         
         Shit.

         
         How old was she now?

         
         He quickly did the math in his head. Twenty-two. Her birthday was coming up. November. She’d be twenty-three then. Fuck. What
            he remembered of twenty-three was a whole lot of partying and screwing. That was a lifetime ago.
         

         
         The stupidest question surfaced. Did she still make little bracelets and necklaces out of wood? He’d hoped so. The girl had
            a natural talent.
         

         
         “Is this going to be a problem?” Dev asked softly.

         
         He frowned, dropping his hand. “No. Why would it be?”

         
         “Good question.”

         
         His gaze narrowed on his older brother. There was no way Dev knew. Dev hadn’t even been home that messed-up weekend, four
            years ago, when Gabe made the second-biggest damn mistake of his life.
         

         
         But his brother missed very little.

         
         “You had such a strange, strong reaction to seeing her,” Dev pointed out.

         
         “I was caught off guard.” That was the damn truth. “Wasn’t expecting to see her here. Shit. I thought something happened to
            Livie.”
         

         
         Dev watched him quietly for a moment. “I thought you weren’t coming back until Thursday.”

         
         “That was the plan.” Gabe sighed, looking at the doorway again. Hell. “But I decided to cut the trip short.”

         
         “Things aren’t going our way in Baton Rouge?”

         
         Gabe shook his head. As messed up as it was—and God, it was fucking messed up—he wasn’t even thinking about his trip to Baton
            Rouge now. His mind was nowhere near that place after seeing Nic. “Can’t blame them for it. They did me a favor by calling
            me in the first place, but they aren’t just going to let me waltz in there after five years.”
         

         
         “We can make them.”

         
         Gabe’s gaze sharpened. “Hell, no. You’re not stepping in on this, Dev. This is my life. This is my shit to deal with. It has nothing to do with the family.”
         

         
         “It has everything to do with our family. William is—”

         
         “Don’t.” Gabe met Dev’s gaze as his chest turned cold. “I am handling this the best way I see fit, Devlin. It does not involve
            you.”
         

         
         A muscle flexed along Dev’s jaw, a rare show of emotion and for a moment, Gabe didn’t think he was going to let it drop. “Which
            reminds me,” he said. “As I was leaving Baton Rouge, I ran into Ross Haid.”
         

         
         A mere glimpse of annoyance flickered across Dev’s face. “Let me guess. He wanted to talk about . . . Father?”

         
         “And the police chief. And why we’re having problems hiring staff.”

         
         “Of course,” Dev murmured. “He’s becoming quite annoying, which means he needs—”

         
         “To be ignored,” Gabe said, holding his brother’s gaze. “He needs to just be ignored. Eventually he’ll move onto something
            else, Dev. That is all we’re going to do.”
         

         
         “That’s exactly what I was going to say.” A faint smile tipped the corners of his lips, and Gabe was ready to call bullshit
            on that. “By the way, Sabrina is coming over for dinner tonight.”
         

         
         Jesus.

         
         Could this day get any more twisted?

         
         Well, he knew he wouldn’t be having dinner here then, because being on a different planet wasn’t a far enough distance between
            him and Dev’s fiancée. Wait. Something occurred to him. “Will Nic be serving the dinner?”
         

         
         “Since we don’t have the staff, she will be assuming Mrs. Besson’s duties fully.”

         
         And that meant she’d be serving dinner—serving Sabrina.

         
         Fuck.

         
          

         Standing in front of the large oven with her hands planted on the window, Nikki peered inside. Her stomach rumbled. The ham
            and cheese sandwich she’d made for herself before the awkward-to-end-all-awkward conversations with Devlin did nothing to
            stave off her overeager stomach. Her tiny lunch had been hours ago.
         

         
         The chicken smelled amazing, like herbs and butter and home-cooked meals. And from what she could see, the skin was crisping
            perfectly.
         

         
         God, it made her hungry.

         
         It also reminded her of all the afternoons sitting on one of the nearby stools, watching her mom cook for the de Vincents.
            Granted, the stools were newer now, a sleek gray design with thick cushions, but being in this kitchen, in this home, made
            her feel like a kid again.
         

         
         Nikki was a damn good cook if she said so herself and she had her momma to thank for that. She actually loved cooking, something
            she never got to do at her dorm room in Tuscaloosa or the small apartment she’d lived in her senior year. So when she did
            come home for the holidays, she loved getting in the kitchen with her mom and making stuffing, pies, and more.
         

         
         Except this kitchen was nothing like the kitchen at home. This kitchen was nearly the same size of the entire downstairs of
            her parents’ house.
         

         
         She rested her nose against the warm window. Who needed a kitchen this big? The de Vincents. That’s who. Hell, the entire
            home was ginormous. Three levels and two wings veering off from the main part; there were more bedrooms than Nikki could count
            and more rooms than anyone would ever have use for.
         

         
         The de Vincent compound had been remodeled and rebuilt over and over, but it mirrored the style of the days that parts of
            the South still desperately clutched on to. Each level was accessible from the porches that circled the entire property, and
            she knew the brothers all had their private quarters and entrances, and they were basically apartments. Those quarters had
            living rooms, kitchens, bedrooms, and bathrooms. Hell, their private rooms were, in fact, bigger than most apartments.
         

         
         According to her father, Gabe and Dev were in the right wing and Lucian and his girlfriend were in the left wing of the house.

         
         All the other bedrooms in between were empty, as was their mother’s room and their father’s. They had separate rooms, and
            she guessed none of the brothers wanted to take over those rooms.
         

         
         Luckily, the cleaning of their rooms was something that only occurred once a week and that wouldn’t be happening until Friday.
            She was so not looking forward to going into Gabe’s apartment.
         

         
         The last time she’d been in there, she been clutching this necklace she’d made for him, and . . .

         
         Nikki flushed and cringed at once.

         
         Her mind went back to the awkward reunion. Gabe had stared at her like . . . God, she wasn’t even sure. But it wasn’t good.
            Not at all and she couldn’t—
         

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         Squeaking, she jumped back from the oven and whipped around. Her heart lodged in her throat.

         
         Gabe stood just inside the kitchen.

         
         “What is it with you guys creeping up on people and making no noise?” she demanded, placing a hand to her pounding heart.
            “God.”
         

         
         His lips twitched like he was almost going to smile, but then thought better of it. “I wasn’t exactly quiet.”

         
         “I didn’t hear you.”

         
         “Maybe because it looked like you were trying to stick your head in the oven.”

         
         Her cheeks flushed. “The door was closed, so that wouldn’t have been a very successful attempt.”

         
         “No, it wouldn’t be.”

         
         Nikki drew in a stuttered breath that went nowhere when her gaze collided with his. Silence followed. He didn’t speak. Neither
            did she. They just stood there, staring at one another. He didn’t look exactly hostile, but he didn’t appear warm and fuzzy
            either.
         

         
         Her shoulders tensed as the silence continued to grow.

         
         “Dinner smells good,” Gabe said suddenly, breaking the silence. “Roasted chicken?”

         
         She jolted. “Um, yes.” She turned to the counter, where she’d just finished peeling potatoes. “And potatoes. I’m also making
            a salad. There’ll be biscuits . . . with butter.”
         

         
         There’ll be biscuits . . . with butter?

         
         It took everything for Nikki not to roll her eyes at herself.

         
         He moved forward, maybe a foot or two, but stopped like one would if they were approaching a rabid dog. A heartbeat passed.
            “Your hair . . .” He tilted his head to the side. “It’s different.”
         

         
         “Yeah, it is.” Her hair used to be a rather dull medium brown, but then she found this amazing hair stylist in Tuscaloosa
            and turned her brown hair into this array of blondes and browns, using some weird technique called balayage. “It’s basically just highlights and stuff.”
         

         
         “Stuff.” His gaze flickered over the bun.

         
         Uncomfortable, she scanned the kitchen. “And my hair is longer. A lot longer.”

         
         His brows lifted.

         
         Was she really telling him the length of her hair? This was the most strained conversation she’d ever had in her life. And
            that was, well, it was sad. She peeked at him. It used to not be this way. Back before . . . well, before she ruined everything,
            he’d be teasing her and asking about her college. He’d be talking to her like he could actually stand being in the same room
            with her.
         

         
         She needed this conversation to be over like it was yesterday and she also needed to figure out how she could work here and
            not run into Gabe. The house was big enough that it should be possible. “I need to get back to—”
         

         
         “Planting your face against the oven door?”

         
         Her shoulders slumped. “Actually, I need to finish the potatoes. So, if you’ll excuse me.” She started to turn away, praying
            that he’d just leave.
         

         
         “That’s it? That’s all you have to say to me? Because I have a lot I need to say to you,” he said. “Never in a million years
            did I think I’d see you here again.”
         

         
         Nikki’s spine stiffened like steel had been poured into it. Oh God. Her throat spasmed.

         
         “We need to talk.”

         
         “No we don’t,” she said quickly. “We do not need to talk about anything.”

         
         “Bullshit,” he snapped, and his voice was so much closer that she turned to him on instinct.

         
         Gabe was now at the edge of the massive island, only two or three feet from her. She stepped back into the counter. Her heart
            thundered in her chest as her gaze flicked to the kitchen door.
         

         
         “No one is coming near here,” he said as if reading her mind. Her gaze flew back to his. “Dev is in his office on the second
            floor in a meeting and your father is out with the landscaper. No one is going to hear us.”
         

         
         A weird mixture of sensations assaulted her. One was a chill that skated down her spine. The other was a tight, hot shiver
            that danced over her skin.
         

         
         Gabe kept coming at her, not stopping until he was right in front of her, separated by a few inches. She sucked in air, catching
            the crisp, clean scent of his cologne. It reminded her of storms, of that night.
         

         
         That was the last thing she wanted to be reminded of.

         
         Like his brother, he was a good head and then some taller than her, so right now, her eyes were fastened to his chest. Thank
            God he was wearing a shirt.
         

         
         “I . . . I don’t want to talk,” she managed to say.

         
         “I do.”

         
         “Gabe—”

         
         “You owe me this.”

         
         Her body jerked as she pressed her lips together. He was right. She owed him a conversation. “Okay.”

         
         There was another beat of silence and then he asked in a voice so low she almost didn’t believe she heard him right. “Did
            I hurt you that night?”
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